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Editorial by Dale L. Sproule 


omance is necessary to our lives. 
Historically, romance is a celebration of legend, adventure. mystery, 


heroism and love. Usually about events remote in time and place, 
it also, by definition. lacks basis in fact. We use romance as a balm, for 
placating our fears. We romanticise outlaws and gangsters like Billy the 
Kid and John Dillinger. We romanticize monsters, particularly vampires and 
werewolves. We even romanticize death itself. Makes it all more palatable. 

Romance is a literature of dreams. 

Tragedy is a literature of loss. Loss of love, life and hope: but most 
particularly, loss of romance. The more romantic the loss, the more tragic 
the tale. Romance is the heart of tragedy. This relationship is borne out by 
most of the work in this issue of TransVersions. 

In Jeff Vandermeer's haunting "David Pangborn Takes a Walk", the 
magnitude of the loss is measured out in broken dreams. Phyllis Gotlieb's 
linking sestinas tell of the tragic love of “Geffen and Ravna”. Adam Corbin 
Fusco’s "Pearl" watches as romance buds, flowers and gives fruit, some of 
which is bitter. The gritty, blue-collar setting of Gemma Files’ "Hidebound” 
is perfect for a tale where romance hangs like a blood-scent in the icy air. 

Taken by itself. Derryl Murphy's “Day's Hunt” is a cute, absurdist sat- 
ire. To properly appreciate the tragedy, read it back to back with Charles de 
Lint's “Tower and Bear”, a romantic, luxurient pas-de-deux with Mother 
Nature from TransVersions #1. It is important for us to become intimate 
with Mother Nature before she becomes as remote and otherworldly as 
Mother Goose. 

Here's an illustration from real-life. The salmon may soon be another 
of the hundreds of thousands of species we've eliminated in our short 
time on Earth. When they are all gone, will you remember them as: 

a) a large, soft-finned anadromous game fish: 

b) a slimy thing filled with rich meat and hundreds of tiny bones; or 

c) a God called Salmon, whose pink flesh gave life to a kaleidoscope 

of Pacific cultures. 

All of the above are true. But if salmon is no more to you than a) or b), 
you may not care much about their disappearance. The romance of option 
c) lets them live on in our dreams, if nowhere else, and allows us to better 
appreciate the tragedy of their disappearance. “ 


Poetry Editor - Phyllis Gotlieb * Editorial Consultant - Gerry Truscott 
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Editorial by Sally McBride 


was going to talk about bookselling here; specifically, how far should 

I a writer go in order to sell copies? Some rely on a network of support- 

ers and a facility for self-promotion to get out the good word; other 

more retiring souls sit back and hope their work will speak for itself. Poppy 

Brite took off her clothes in a recent issue of Mondo 2000, for what imme- 

diate reason I don't know, but I'll bet the display of her (very pretty) body 
didn't hurt sales. 

Then an issue arose that broadened the question: How far must we go, 
not to sell books, but to sell the idea of speculative fiction? 

A friend of mine, a well-known Canadian fan (and PhD), was challenged 
by the Dean of his University to come up with “one or two" specimens of 
sf that would convince him that the whole genre had more merit than, 
say, Harlequin romances. My friend asked, via e-mail, for advice on con- 
verting the uninitiated, and help in picking two worthy gladiators for this 
arena of literary doubt. He pointed out that the man's taste ran to Booker 
Prize winners. 

Some good points were raised. 

First: it's unfair to judge an entire genre of literature on the basis of 
any one or two books or writers. Shall we judge “mainstream” writing by 
one Danielle Steel novel? Methinks not. Nor can we judge it by one Dickens 
novel, or one Hemingway. or one Ondaatje. 

Our genre is broad and tall; more so in my opinion than any other, 
more so than “mainstream.” 

Second: my friend, tsk'd many, was obviously being set up to fail. One 
e-mail correspondent pointed out that the sub-text of the challenge might 
be: “Actually, I'm not really interested in sf, but since I'm so open minded, 
I will condescend to read one book. And I do hope it is good.” 

I'll bet many of us have been caught in the same bind. We're asked, 
often by people sincerely interested in finding out more about sf, to point 
them in the right direction. But which way is that? North, to the austere 
logic and research of hard sf (Kim Stanley Robinson, Greg Benford)? South, 
to the lush, crammed prose of the fantasists (Gene Wolfe, Elizabeth Hand)? 
Or shall we rush all over the map, plucking examples where we may? There 
are easy reads and hard ones; up-beat, down-beat and off-beat. What is our 
eager newbie really looking for? It's hard to prevent oneself from babbling 
out a disjointed list of personal favourites — "Oh, you must read Le 
Guin! And Gibson! And, and —” But I'm running out of roo—  * 
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Jeff VanderMeer is co-editor of the fine new anthology Leviathan; writer of 
over 100 published stories - as well as the novel Dradin, In Love (available for 
$11.50 pp from Buzzcity Press, POBox 38190, Tallahassee, FL 32315); and a 
well-known voice for literature of the fantastic. His "The Bone-Carver's Tale" 
(Asimov's, Apr. 95) was one of the most beautiful horror stories you're ever 


likely to encounter. "David Pangborn Takes a Walk" was written to answer Jeff's 
question "...what would the world look like to the man who just poisoned it?" 


than he should have, by his calculations, though he did not want 
to think about it too much. Not yet, anyway. 

The sky resembled a blue balloon stretched to a grainy off-white and 
the sidewalk wound out before him in open-ended invitation. Cars roared 
by on the four-lane boulevard and left the tang of asphalt and carbon mon- 
oxide on his tongue. He savoured the taste, running his tongue along the 
inside of his mouth to moisten his gums. 

It seemed a lovely day for a walk: summer, with sprinklers and flop- 
happy dogs, ice-cream vendors and grandmothers on patios with swings. 
The laughter of children sounded pleasantly melodic yet tedious in its 
innocence. Children everywhere. 

A lump formed in his throat, but David Pangborn greeted them with a 
smile, the all-encompassing width of which threatened to devour every- 
thing yet consume nothing. He imagined that his girl friend, who lived in 
a city twenty miles away, might be on lunch break too. 

He had thought about calling her. He had thought about calling a great 
many people. But what was the point? 

Lunch break would soon be over. Just a walk to get away from the blue 
hell of computer screens and air monitors pulsing in his eyes. He had been 
walking for a very long time. Much longer than... . 

Pangborn cleared the rise of a hill and, through the sweat which bled 
into his eyes, made out a large, stocky man in a loincloth who blocked the 
sidewalk fifty feet ahead. Pangborn’s glasses had been smashed at some 
point and he was partially blinded from lack of them — he could not re- 
member, precisely, how the glasses had broken, although he recalled the 
bright red face of his supervisor, the rise and fall of many fists. 

As Pangborn approached the man, several details became clear: he had 
an enormous waistline, hailed from Japan, and the loincloth daintily draped 
over his privates could more properly be described as a white canvas sail. 
Surely this man was an apparition! Surely this was the start of it. 

The man jumped into the air, cut the sky with his hands. These jumps 
were graceful and fast, nimble even for a ballet dancer, but performed by a 
mournful toad of a man with no neck, and limbs that formed part of his 
torso. Indeed, an aura of sadness surrounded the man. He seemed 
ethereal in his very overabundance. 

Slowly, however, the disparate elements connected in Pangborn's mind 
and a single giggle escaped his lips. 

“Ahhh...” A sumo wrestler catching butterflies with chopsticks. Absurdly 
self-evident. 

Pangborn smiled crookedly. 


D= Pangborn had been walking for a long time, much longer 
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The sumo scampered about, oblivious to Pangborn’s approach, his feet 
thwacking the concrete so loudly that Pangborn imagined he felt the side- 
walk buckle. The folds of sumo fat moved a half-gyration behind, so that 
every inch of his rose-scented body jiggled to an off-kilter rhythm, the 
chopsticks clacking impotently as the butterflies fluttered out of reach. 

Dark and velvety, the butterflies reminded Pangborn of the underside 
of amushroom cap, with yellow bursts splashing at the centre of the wings. 
To Pangborn’s eye, the yellow splashes looked very much like the poison 
labels that adorned certain doors at his workplace. 

Pangborn strode up to the sumo and said, without preamble (because, 
there was not time for preamble: because, he snickered to himself, the 
perambulations were nearly over), "Why are you chasing butterflies with 
chopsticks?” 

The wrestler continued to whirl, dive, and pirouette, the chopsticks 
clacking like a rain of rice on a tin roof. 

"I am.” he said, "I am.” Pangborn thought he caught a whiff of a dank. 
seaweed-and-sushi smell as the wind changed direction. "I am. Iam hun- 
gry but much too fat. I chase food difficult to catch; if I catch it and eat it, 
it is like eating the air." He launched himself at the butterflies, eyes rolling 
back into his head, only to have gravity pull him down. The butterflies 
bobbed above him like tiny tipsy black-and-yellow angels. 

"Why chase at all? What's the purpose?” 

The sumo stared at Pangborn with tiny obsidian eyes. "Why do you 
walk? What is the purpose? Why not sleep away the hours? I will dance 
and fly and chase until I am dead. You will walk until you are dead.” A low, 
keening sound from deep in the man's chest. “Why can you not admit it to 
yourself?” A whimper from the sumo, and then the fat man returned to 
his routine: grunt, flubberous fat roll. glints of sweat winking like eyes all 
over his body. 

“Oh,” Pangborn said. for the answer surprised him, and it meant he 
would have to start thinking about his walk again. He did not want to 
think about his walk. 

When his feet had led him to the rise of the next hill, he looked back. 
The sumo was a bouncing dot against the rippling backdrop of sun and 
sky. Curious, but he could almost be a crippled fat boy in a swimsuit jump- 
ing through a sprinkler with ever less vigour. 

Pangborn's feet hurt him now, really hurt, because the soles of his shoes 
were too thin and chafed the skin at the bottom of his feet. His feet sweated, 
salting the wounds, but he continued walking. He looked at his watch. His 
lunch break wasn't over yet, he convinced himself. Not yet. 
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An ambulance streaked by, followed by a fire engine. red lights scream- 
ing of danger. 

He wondered where his girl friend was at this moment. Whether she 
was at lunch or shopping, whether she had the radio on and was listening 
to the news. He breathed deeply. The air felt good in his lungs and he 
laughed a bitter laugh. 

His shirt was sticking to him from the sweat that bled from his pores. 
The sun was almost directly overhead. The cars whizzing by on the boule- 
vard were fewer now, so that they surprised him with their exhaust, made 
him flinch. The simplicity of his thoughts astounded him. For some rea- 
son, he had suspected a certain profundity in himself — perhaps memories 
of childhood or school or loves won and lost. Contemplative. But all he 
could think of, all he could bear to think about, were his feet and how 
marvellous it was that both feet should rise and then fall. carrying him 
forward. A miracle. 

A jogger appeared on the horizon, shimmering through the heat. 
Pangborn had to put a hand to his eyes to see that it was a woman, in her 
late twenties, wearing baggy shorts. As she came closer, he could see that 
her t-shirt read "MY DAUGHTER IS AN HONOUR STUDENT AT 
LITTLEWOOD ELEMENTARY.” He wondered how old the woman's child 
was, whether the child's hair was brunette. blonde or strawberry red. What 
she had wanted to be when she grew up. 

The woman was obviously short of breath and held her side as if she 
had a cramp. 

Pangborn's skin goosepimpled and he exhaled, inhaled, short and shal- 
low. He readied himself, picking up his feet instead of shuffling. turning 
his shoulder out, and trying to emphasize his superior height. The way 
she panted her breath, the sweat on her face, made him nervous. He felt 
she might find him guilty, somehow. 

“Hi,” the woman said, suddenly there and then past in a miasma of 
heat, moisture, exertion and an underlying sweetness. The reek of it struck 
Pangborn and he sneezed and coughed wretchedly. He already wished he 
had returned her greeting. He should have at least told her she was headed 
in the wrong direction, but then which direction was the right one? 

The hacking cough grew worse, accompanied by a hardness in his throat. 
His vision sang with visions. 

But his feet. marvellous, marvellous inventions, kept moving, ever on- 
ward down the escalator-in-amber that was the sidewalk. It went on and 
on, if you only had the time or opportunity to appreciate it — a road collect- 
ing the throw-aways and forgot-me's of its travellers: rubber bands, coins. 
mouldy baseball cards, broken cassettes, tassels from three-speed bikes, 
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"Sally Loves Jesse” carved into the concrete before it dried. The heat did 
not matter when he rediscovered the sidewalk. 

He managed to include sidewalks in so many of his thoughts, and cross- 
referenced these thoughts to still other, tangential thoughts, that he to- 
tally forgot his job - until he came upon the pilot. 

The pilot who, inexplicably, had green skin. stood on a tree stump in 
the front yard of a red brick school. Behind him. the teeter-totters and 
swing sets lay still. Children slept in the schoolyard in their bright. bright 
clothes. 

Pangborn felt a twinge of sadness. The old man had obviously gone 
mad, for he had gathered the debris of airplane wreckage — metallic and 
loose-wired and shining burnt black fuses — about his tree stump. He wore 
an old barnstormer's outfit, complete with goggles, which compressed his 
wrinkles hideously. He held a CB receiver to his mouth, the curly-cue rub- 
ber insulation dangling off into the air. Into the broken receiver, he 
mumbled “Alpha Charlie Romeo George.” 

"Is that so?” Pangborn said, just to say something. His left arm had 
begun to shake violently, so he clamped his right hand over it to steady it, 
but then his right arm began to vibrate, so he gave up and stood there 
palsying for all the world to see. He wondered if they missed him at work. 
At the very least. they must have picked up his broken glasses. 

Beyond the pilot. the children slept soundly. 

"D.C. 10 Boom Boom,” the pilot said. 

“You're crazy,” Pangborn said, rubbing his eyes because they stung so 
from the heat. 

When he looked at the pilot again, he wasn't wearing barnstormer 
clothes for a second, just an ordinary suit and he was sleeping with the 
children, slumped over the stump, but then his vision cleared and it was 
the pilot again. 

Pangborn felt light-headed, almost floating. He definitely should start 
back for the office. 

“Big 10-4. Down the gully.” 

His dad, retired from the air force, had talked like that in the years 
before his death. In loopy pilot jargon, just to amuse them. 

The pilot said. "Do you think you will ever forget the women?” and 
although Pangborn could not see the man's eyes behind the goggles, he 
knew there was an intensity to the question. 

The women... crying. Well, the men had been crying too. Crying so 
much they hadn't seen him go out for a walk. He certainly couldn't have 
helped much by staying when it was time for his lunch break. 
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The highway was very still. The children were sleeping. The pilot was 
silent. He could hear the crazy elliptic chants of cicadas starting up and 
fading out like Morse code. The women crying over their computers with 
the locked keys. The poison doors opened and unable to be closed. The 
reedy pulse in his head that sounded terribly like bhopal, bhopal, bhopal. 

Sirens screeched like dying animals in the distance and he raised his 
head, as if to catch a new and unknown scent. No doubt police responding 
to the emergency. His girl friend must have turned on the radio by now, 
caught a glimpse of a television screen. 

"You just burnt out," he said to the man. "You crashed and burned. It 
wasn't really your fault. You couldn't help it. You couldn't have known. It 
wasn't in the manual. They didn’t tell you not to do it!" 

The computer blue of the sky seared through Pangborn's eyes and into 
his skull — all the figures and numbers and equations, the whole balancing 
act threading through his synapses with the subtlety of a wrecking ball. 

"Enemy at twelve o'clock,” said the pilot. looking away. 

“Yeah,” Pangborn said, scratching his face and breathing heavily. Even 
without his glasses he shouldn't have had to squint so much. 

The glass lenses had collapsed in his hand as he crushed them in his 
shock at the mistake — scattering fragments across the room, splinters dig- 
ging deep into his palm because his hand, his treacherous hand, had, inde- 
pendent of his will, persisted in forming a fist. The throbbing had lessened, 
but the blood still trickled. 

Onward. Ever onward. Tired now. Shaky now. He heard the harsh ring 
of the telephone. 

He saw the woman sagging against her computer terminal in defeat. 
What is once done cannot be undone. What once has been unleashed can- 
not be tamed. They hadn't meant to. He hadn't meant to. How could they? 
It had been it would have been it could have been a routine computer 
check if if if he hadn't punched pushed jabbed the keys overridden the 
safety. Now there was no safety. 

He was losing the thread now. He was losing it. Hold on. Hold on. He 
had been walking for a long time, much longer than he should have, but it 
was finally - 

The sweat bled into his eyes. God, the day was hot. God, the colours 
were bright. Too bright. What he wouldn't give for shade, or a handker- 
chief. Instead, he had to wipe his face on his shirt sleeve. His shirt sleeve 
dripped with blood when he had finished. He shrugged. He winced. 

Couldn't be that bad if he couldn't feel it. The sidewalk stretched out 
before him. Did it ever end? 
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Would he never end? This was really too much. He'd always thought 
he'd have reached some conclusion about his life, but instead all he could 
think about was — 

The computers would never end it. Never stop it. Faster and faster. 
until fingers raced to catch up. could barely check safety levels in time. 
Until a woman cried over her keyboard and a light flashed red. What could 
he have done? More than he had done. 

He was sure that his girl friend knew by now. Better that she had not 
heard from him. 

Better that she not know him now. 

He was not surprised when his nose began to bleed heavily. His blood 
was pink, not red, and it was thinner than he thought. Imagine that. The 
jogger must be crawling now, her skin a grayish green. The highway had 
been silent for more than ten minutes. 

Pangborn decided that maybe... that it might just be... that he wanted 
to lie down... for a moment. Just a moment before he continued his walk. 
Just a moment. To think this thing through, to come to some conclusion. 

He didn't have the strength to move. Not. To. Actually. Warn. Some- 
one. 

David Pangborn, who had walked much farther. done much better, than 
he should have by his own estimates, felt the rough smoothness of the 
grass against his face. He flopped onto his back. Strange. how harmless the 
sky looked from this vantage. No one could see it; it was among them, 
everywhere, and yet invisible. Tears streamed from his eyes. The sky was 
just so incredibly beautiful, more beautiful than he had ever noticed be- 
fore. The gasoline-green of freshly mowed lawns was a razor blade against 
his throat as his nerves seized up. Soon he would be one with the grass, 
the earth, the sky, and somehow this truth calmed him more than had any 
of his attempts at distraction. God, I am truly sorry, he thought to the sky. 

The sky stared down and he looked up and for along time there was no 
answer, no reply. 

Then with a whisper, with a sudden thunderous murmur the sumo's 
velvet-soft butterflies appeared over Pangborn, their wings covering his 
body, their yellow poison flashes pulsing. He thought he might hear the 
clack of chopsticks like rice on a tin roof, the grunts of the sumo as he 
leapt. but that too was fading. od 
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Goodbye Norma Jean 
by Errol Miller 


(for Nick) 


I know it was love 
that bound us together, I would have liked 
to have loaned you to another father 
but it didn't play, something in the cards 
or the hands of Fate, even when I'm dying I'll 
tell you legendary simple things, turning 
the corner into tomorrow, how quickly you grew 
around your baby clothes and took 
an adolescent road, seems to me you are going 
somewhere faster than I, that we are not 
travelling together, and yet I know 
it has little to do with immortality, Kings and Queens 
the little folks of Southland, the trips 
they take on another plane, long before you came 
we touched and counted stars. tomorrow 
I'll have to say goodbye again 
I'll lay it gently upon the autumn wind 
packing my yellow fiction papers 
into a weathered battered fleshy trunk 
for yourself, you must stay for a while 
taking the second road, fluttering 
in and out of Earth's sad hotels 
until you're just a man. 


Errol Miller has a chapbook forthcoming - The Downtown Diner, 
plus recently published work in American Poetry Review, Prism 


International, Quarry, Four Quarters, Dandelion and many others, . 
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Edgewood Press 
P. O. Box 380264, Cambridge, MA 02238 


Venus Risinc sy Caroi EmMsHWwiLLer 
Short listed for the James Tiptree Jr. Memorial Award 


“T’ve always been a great fan of Carol Emshwiller’s work, and Venus Rising is 
wonderfully Emshwillerian: lyrical in its language, delightfully idiosyncratic in 
its thinking, filled with laughter and strange pain.” — Pat Murphy 


Chapbook, $5.00 


Hogfoot Right and Bird-hands by Garry Kilworth 
World Fantasy Award finalist for best collection 


“Garry Kilworth writes elegant, disturbing, exotic, wise, and very strange 
stories...In every instance Kilworth creates a provocative, engrossing surround 
and his stories deliver.” — Michael Bishop 


“Here are tales of alternative realities and sanities, bizarre concoctions of the 
incredible and the commonplace...Hogfoot Right and Bird-hands is that rare thing 
among short-story collections: perfect.” — Interzone 


Trade paperback, $9.00 


Dealers in Light and Darkness by Cherry Wilder 


“Dealers in Light and Darkness is a collection of lush stories, gardens of the mind 

made beautiful with arresting images. A glimmer of gold and sunflowers. A 

story about a boy who may or may not be human. Aliens and bright, watery 

worlds. There is a fierce optimism to these stories, for all that they do not flinch.” 
— Maureen F. McHugh 


Trade paperback, $9.00 


Seven Ojales and a Gable by Gwyneth Jones 


“Gwyneth Jones understands fairy tales. She knows that tales are always 
political, but she also knows that without mystery there is no story. And she 
knows as well that genuine stories always take place in the present day, no 
matter what their subject. These are wonderful stories, quirky, tough, and 
original.” — Rachel Pollack 


Trade paperback, $8.00 


Please add $1.50 for the first book, fifty cents for each additional book. Please 
make checks payable to “Edgewood Press”. 


Galileo 
by John Grey 


no heavens 
hanging off the temple 
like a kite on 
a string of faith 
but the night sky 
and its infinite stars, 
the mountains and valleys 
of the moon, 
the phases of Venus, 
the four satellites of Jupiter 


not a place you'll live forever 
he warned the priests 
but I will 
he might have added 


About Some of the Artists in this Issue: 


Larry Dickison's illustrations first appeared in small, well-respected maga- 
zines like Copper Toadstool and Argonaut. Over the years, they have graced 
many venues ranging from The Gate and Prelude to Fantasy to Plot Maga- 
zine. He has illustrated a number of chapbooks as well as a book of his 
own cartoons called The Happy Fishhook. 


AnnDel Farrish’s cover illustration on TransVersions #2 garnered the fol- 
lowing review: "...to this untrained eye, it compares well with the best 
18th and 19th century woodcuts on fantastical themes...” (Jim Lee, 
Scavenger’s NL), We're delighted to have AnnDel back in #5. 


Jeff Kuipers is probably best known for his Tesseracts anthology covers (2 


of them). He also did the cover for TransVersions #1. This issue's cover is 
a wonderful blend of sf & horror. What could be more TranVersional? 
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Adam Fusco last appeared in TransVersions in issue #3 with a stylish and weird 
little horror story called "Fevre." We're glad to have him back with quite a different 
story. "Pearl" has many of the trappings of traditional fantasy, plus a delicate 
central metaphor that casts new light on an old subject: love. Adam, a Maryland 
writer, has credits that include The Year's Best Fantasy and Horror #7. 


that Tille began to feel afraid. The melding of their shadows had begun 

it, as he lay on top of her and began his love. His long sandalwood hair 
brushed along her skin. tracing the route his mouth took. from her bare 
belly, to between her breasts, to the nestling place below her ear. 

His face blocked out the sun, erasing its dazzle from her eyelids, and 
making her feel cold with fear. 

If it's to happen, she thought. it must be now. 

When she opened her eyes he was looking at her. The smoulder in his 
eyes made her heart burn more. She wanted to quench that fire, and she 
hoped she knew what that fire meant for him. His mouth went to her 
cheek, pressing hotly. Yes, now. Her spine swayed like a willow branch, 
and she let her pearl dislodge from under her tongue to press against the 
roof of her mouth. 

She encased him as far as possible. the heat of his fire radiating from 
it. His thrusting slowed, then stopped. His mouth reached hers. The sun 
came back to feather her eyes. She dared not look anymore. She loved him 
dearly; this was when she knew it. 

His tongue opened her mouth. She wasn't sure if she should relax her 
tongue; she felt as if she might scream and suffocate at once. He stroked, 
expertly, the roof of her mouth, sending a thrill down her body. This was 
no clumsy pursuit. There were many boys in her past who had dipped 
inside during a kiss to try to touch it, a violation, but Rava had the power 
of sureness, swiftly curving his tongue around her pearl and angling out- 
ward. Fear fluttered her heart. What would it feel like? But before the last 
word had escaped her head into the sun she felt a round hardness against 
her teeth. It popped into her mouth, warm and moist. warmer than her- 
self. His tongue had executed the exchange all at once. 

His pearl was bigger than hers. He was, after all, older by four years. 
She let its hardness click against her back teeth, let it burrow beneath her 
tongue. She was filled by it. She opened her eyes, feeling a powerful long- 
ing. 

The smoulder was gone. His eyes were closed. His eyebrows stretched 
high enough to show the veins in his lids. 

They vibrated with trepidation as he rolled her pearl inside him. She 
was glad he could feel as weak as she did. 

When she closed her eyes his mouth was back to make the exchange 
again. Her pearl returned to its resting place. 

Her breath came in little gasps, almost like a laugh, the relief was so 
great. She felt a wonderful fulfilment to have shared such a thing, but it 


I: was only after Rava had laid her down on the prickly browngrass 


TRANSVERSIONS 15 


was like being brought to the edge of a cliff to have felt the loss of her 
pearl. however briefly. 

They had met during the Festival of Souls. Their village of Bonelove 
had just finished the Jaunt across the Na land and established its southern 
holding. It was time for celebration. The threat of the snowgreen was far 
away. as were Rogues. Rogues loved pearls. 

Whitespring had caused chaff to flower in the outer fields. Little girls, 
lips yet unpainted, ran frolicking with stems of it plaited in their hair 
while boys made switches from it to play Horse. Cinnamum was carried in 
the air from the branches of bread carried by hawkers, while butterlillies 
were passed from hand to hand to paint chins. 

Rava was champion of the Festival - or the near champion, as he would 
confess to her later. He came running mad as a lark, kicking his heels, the 
stolen maypole from neighbouring Fishjohn pressing into his shoulder 
and reaching twice his height, but as light to him as a matchstick. Yells 
battered the dusty air to compete with the clash of hand-tins and gossabells. 

Tille unlocked hands with her compatriots to allow Rava to enter the 
circle surrounding Bonelove’s maypole. Those members of Fishjohn who 
had tried to break it left skulking, but not without an admiring glance to 
the champion. Tille cheered Rava. She had held her own during the com- 
petition, or so she liked to think. She stared the Fishjohns down. 

Rava dug a hole with his heel and speared the maypole into the ground. 
Fetishes tickled from its arms. Bonelove cheered. Tille clapped. 

Her second name was Waif because she was so slight, but she made up 
for it by a quiet fortitude. She had learned it when her father died, on a 
Jaunt so long ago, when he left to explore a bit of driftbone and drowned. 
Nor did she reveal her pearl between her lips in order to tease boys like 
the vulgar girls she knew — those, like her, who had reached the age to dab 
their lips with linguaberry, the colour of menstrual blood. 

Rava took his scant treasures from the bags hanging from the maypole. 
He didn't pay attention to the villager's praises. She admired him, and 
wanted to speak to that smouldering gaze, as if she sought an opportunity 
to apologize for it. 

His eyes were dark like warmbark while hers were pale brown as the 
deepest heart of the wood. Perhaps he had noticed her on his entrance to 
the circle, or wanted to speak to the one girl who was hanging back from 
the well-wishers; regardless, he caught her eye and invited her to walk 
with him. 

"I stole the maypole from Keepsy a hillsbreath from here,” he said with 
a grin. 

Chaff prickled her leg. “You . . . stole it?” 
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"Keepsy’s the real champion. It's fair, you know. But people think I 
took it originally.” 

"You're not going to acknowledge Keepsy?” 

"No." He looked down at the maypole bags in his hand. "You won't tell, 
will you?" 

She felt playful. "Why not?" 

"If you don't tell. you can have half of what's in one of these bags. Your 
choice.” 

"My choice to tell or not, or my choice of bag?" 

He held out the two bags. The only choice. 

She picked one. With an elaborate expression, as if she had chosen the 
best prize, he reached into the bag and brought out a doll made of interwo- 
ven chakraat. He tore it and handed her half. She promptly bit into it and 
chewed. 

Disappointed, she snatched at the other bag as he drew his hand away, 
and it fell to the ground. Several pieces of jade spilled from its mouth. 

She shrugged, feeling that she'd got the better treasure, enjoying the 
yellow meal at the centre of the chakraat and knowing that it would take 
this happy moment and add it, with the smallest portion of the slightest 
layer, to her pearl. 


It was Bluefall when he first kissed her, and Midwhite when he had her 
upon the grass. In Greenspring they made for themselves a house. 

Tille and Makepeace cut shoots of oakwood with the leaves still on and 
wove them into the arching ribs of the dwelling. Makepeace’s daughter 
Posy helped by fetching bits of twine. Rava was bending planks in the 
curing barrels. 

"He's starting the wheels already,” said Tille, concerned. 

Makepeace's hairless brow puckered. “None too soon for that.” 

“Snowgreen's still - 

“Far away-way? You have to look to the future, girl.” 

Tille envied Makepeace the winedark colour of her lips, though the 
maturity it lent her only emphasized the worry lines around her mouth 
and eyes. "You're jealous of Rava and me.” 

Makepeace clucked her pearl against her teeth. "You're in love-love. 
That makes you be in the present. I'm saying, be prepared.” 

Tille held her tongue, pressing down. 

Posy offered them an armslength of rope. Makepeace scolded her for 
getting the wrong kind. Posy stomped away, pouting. The older woman 
had turned harsh with the changing of the season, she supposed, a season 
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that Tille could only feel as a celebration. Besides, Posy had just turned 
four years: she would go to the heartwood in a lunar. 

Tille wouldn't let her happiness be spoiled. She cut the wood with the 
joyous comfort of finally making her own home. But Rava seemed to catch 
an urgency in the season as well. Already one of the wheels had been 
finished and attached to their home. And when next she looked over at 
Makepeace the shoot she was cutting had been fashioned into a spear 
with which she practised quick, jabbing thrusts. 


Posy had goldenrod weaved into her blonde plaits in such a way that as 
she entered the circle the wind periodically drew a yellow line of pollen in 
the air. Tille imagined that the orange and black monarchs might very well 
land upon it. 

It wasn't a ceremony; merely an event. Tille, her heart quickening in 
little gasps to hear the silence and see the sweet face of Posy drawn so 
serious, stood on tiptoes to get a better view into the heartwood. All of 
Bonelove stood in a circle around it. Long before Tille was born the tree 
had been felled by lightning, so the story said, and carted away to make 
the first houses of south Bonelove. The wide table that remained was planed 
smooth. 

Rava's hand felt rough and warm in hers. Makepeace added one last 
push to set Posy on her way, then joined the circle, face hard. 

Posy's little feet caught at her weavy as she climbed up the bark. With 
a kick she tumbled onto the flat top and crawled. Children jumped up and 
down, gossabells tinkling, until they were hushed. The sunlight beamed 
in the air. columned from the upper foliage of the surrounding forest, and 
made seams through the heartwood's ring. The air tingled. 

Posy’s rump landed on the centre. She folded her hands and stuck out 
her feet, eyes wide and tearful. It broke Tille’s heart. She could remember 
the time she had been in the centre of the heartwood, the sudden finding 
of herself on its level plain surrounded by rings and rings, each spacing 
between getting smaller as the circle got bigger until it became the circle of 
people all around. It was a lonely feeling, empty of any meaning, since it 
is not until later that one is told of the spacing of dead green along each 
ring marking a Midsummer and the arrival of snowgreen, a trip along the 
Na land. and Rogues. Rogues loved pearls. 

Makepeace walked on top of the heartwood to her daughter. Even 
though she got farther away, the shrinking of the rings made her seem to 
get bigger. She knelt before Posy and plucked a splinter from the centre 
wood. After sharpening it down to a grain with her knife, she opened 
Posy's mouth and placed it under her tongue. Posy cried. Makepeace slapped 
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her cheek hard to make her quiet. She rubbed the tears streaming from 
her daughter's eyes, then slipped a wafer of chakraat into her mouth. Posy 
chewed daintily, the grain hurting her, and Makepeace had to hold the 
girl's mouth shut. Posy's eyes glanced pitifully at her mother. From a leather 
pouch Makepeace took a fingerful of glowing pink pollen and dabbed it on 
Posy's lips. Its stickiness allowed her to let go of the weeping child's jaws. 
She kissed her lightly on the brow. 

All of Bonelove let out a sigh. Fat Disher wiped tears from his buried 
eyes; Rivernall scratched at his beard with his gnarlstick; Thaygarden started 
the basket of chakra root around the circle. Tille took her piece of it and. 
inspired, placed it in Rava's mouth. He smiled and handed her his. As she 
chewed, a mixture of dread and joy wrapped around her heart. 


Tille discovered she was pregnant two days before the end of Greenspring. 
She was so filled with happiness that her feet carried her past the inner 
fields of chaff to the grove of applebys whose rust-red roots snuffled in 
the soil. She took a handful of linguaberry from her pocket and mashed 
three pinches of the roots into them. She washed off her lips with leaves 
wet with morning dew, then smeared them with the flaming red mixture. 

She was so preoccupied it wasn't until she felt a small hand on her 
shoulder that she noticed Posy had followed her. The girl stared at Tille’s 
lips, reaching a finger to touch them. 

Tille smiled. "I'm going to have a baby.” 

"A baby?” Posy's brow furrowed, like her mother's. "A Posy?” 

"Yeah. A Posy. Just like you.” 

Posy sat in her lap. “My mouth hurts.” 

"You're growing into a big girl. Here.” Tille slipped a wafer of chakraat 
to the girl, who chewed absently. 

“Mamba says the Rogues will take my pearl.” 

"No one’s going to take your pearl.” 

"But do they do that?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Why?” 

“They treasure them.” 

“Why?” Posy dug her finger into her mouth and held up the tiny white 
grain. “Will they take it?" 

Instead of admonishing the girl for her display, Tille guided her hand 
back into her mouth, under the tongue. "Keep your mouth shut.” As they 
walked back to Bonelove she wove a doll of chaff stems for her. 
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On the eve of Midsummer Eve Tille watched Posy play with Gamine's new 
baby in a shaft of sun. Posy had untied the infant's black boot-booties and 
was tickling her feet, and the sound of the baby’s laughter tinkled up the 
shaft of sun so that even when the clouds above obscured it, it seemed 
still to be shining upon them. Tille's feet felt light to hear such a sound, 
and she let them take her round her new home, with its curtain of rough, 
white plaiting, its arches of bleached driftbone. woven with thatch, and its 
creaking wheels just finished. 

She spotted Rava returning from the deepwood and ducked into the 
house to kneel on the edge. He came alongside. She spied the scowl on his 
face through the mesh of plaiting. She thought it fetching. She flung open 
the curtain, grabbed him by his shirt, and hauled him against her, planting 
a vicious kiss upon his lips in order to erase their frown. It lasted deep and 
long, but was not much returned. Perhaps if she loosened her tongue... . 

He tore away from her with a curse. “There's too much work... .” 

She slumped against the curtain. letting her weighted belly carry her 
down. He had not seemed much interested in her lately. She wanted to cry 
out at him, but pressed her tongue down instead, to feel the hardness 
there. 

The house lurched. He was kicking away the stays that held the wheels. 
He came around and took her hand, eyes softening. “Waif.” he whispered. 
"Sweet Waif.” He helped her down from the house. 

“What's wrong?” she asked. "What about the wheels?” 

As he led her past the outside circle of guardian trees, and past the 
fields of chaff, the sky darkened by degrees as if reflecting the mood wrap- 
ping Tille’s heart. By the time they entered a marshy glade the clouds had 
turned into kettle bottoms, and the wind, blowing through picalloes, was 
sounding a strident cry. 

Rava bent down and pointed to an area of soft earth.When Tille made 
out the impression of horsehooves there her hand instinctively flew to 
her mouth to cover it. Rogues loved pearls. 

It was then she felt the first pinprick on the back of her hand. As she 
raised it to her face the flake was already melting, leaving a trace of forest 
green. When it hit the ground it didn't melt, however, and in only a few 
moments the hoofprints were dusted with emeralds. 

The snowgreen had come two days early. 


Tille had forgotten how cold snowgreen was, or how persistent. She had 
insisted on riding beside Rava as he directed the horses instead of staying 
inside the house. She sat layered in heaps of weavy. The snowgreen landed 
upon her to decorate her collar with jewels. The horses’ manes were like- 
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wise glittery as were the covered tops of the other houses, a long train of 
emerald, swaying mounds. The cold needled her lungs and made her cough, 
a lonesome sound in the hushed air, broken only by the faint jangling of 
harness and the shushing of the wheels as they glided over the snowgreen. 
She imagined how the wheels were helping things grow by pushing the 
lifegiving cells of snow into the earth before they even melted, so that one 
day, come next Whitespring. chaff and hollybee and chakra root would 
find nourishment to spread again across the south. The land was now 
uninhabitable. 

It took half a lunar to reach the edge of the Na land. The entire train 
stopped to gather along the cliffside and gaze down the brokenrock. 
Makepeace reared, her horses neighing, her face set hard as if carved in 
stone. Thaygarden, who chose to walk. gripped his gnarlstick as if he or it 
might break. And even Fat Disher, whose cheeks were so large Tille always 
thought his pearl was as big around as her fist, gazed at the prospect with 
jowls slack and eyes weary. The smoulder in Rava's eyes seemed to have 
melted the snowgreen from the drum of earth below them: she hoped he 
would not turn it upon her. 

The horses stomped. Wheels creaked. Rava flicked the reins, and the 
train began its descent along a switchback pass. The Na land presented a 
grey flat skin that disappeared into a misty horizon. There was a likewise 
mist to the west out of which rolled tumblers of waves from the ocean 
that spread silver cloths across the grey sand to lay it flat again. To the east 
was the brown ridgebone of spiky hillocks that separated The Waste from 
the Na land. It looked as though the sea had disgorged its largest set of 
driftbone to prevent The Waste from touching it, so long ago that it had 
turned to blackened rock. Rogues inhabited The Waste. Rogues loved pearls. 

As the house swayed along the switchback the warmth inside it carried 
a smell to Tille of cedarwood and musty weavy. As they got lower and 
could only hear the sussurant buzz of the sea. the smell changed to fish 
and salt. 

Tille delighted in thinking that her last trip along the Na land - eight 
seasons ago, when the snowgreen fell in the north - was an altogether 
different layer of her pearl. She fancied it took eight seasons to make a 
layer; the rhythms of the snowgreen matched it exactly. When last I was 
here, she thought, I had no husband and no home. But she had added that 
layer, one of sunshine on eyelids, a Festival, a home, and lips of burning 
red. 

A quarter of a lunar into the Na land and they had left the rumbling 
clouds of snowgreen far behind, to be replaced by the grumbling of the 
sea, whose flat expanse was matched by the interminable grey sheets of 
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sky above and sand below. The ridgebone was likewise unbroken. It's all 
one piece, Tille thought; nothing can get through. She hated Rava's con- 
stant regard of it. 

The wheels made lines that stretched forever behind, dotted by 
horsehooves. The sand lay smooth forever ahead. When the expanse was 
broken by sets of driftbone it was as if a giant's castle had been planted on 
the sand. Once, when they had stopped to make a meal, it was near a 
particularly large set. curiously intact. Tille wandered over to it despite the 
heaviness of her belly and her difficulty in walking. Ribs bleached by mist 
and waves arched high over her head, mesmerizing her. The spine that 
held them in place was half buried in sand and was chewed by incoming 
waves. Tille stepped inside. 

It swayed with her weight and with each approaching comber. Ripples 
of water and foam danced up the spine. She had to brace herself against 
one side then the other as it rocked, but it was such a curious sensation. 
one of protection, to feel the arms overeaching her, to be inside it, filling it 
up with herself — even though it was the waves that had already stripped 
its outside, layer by layer. 

It rocked again. Splash. Smash. The wind could not reach inside, but 
the smell was stronger, the smell of the sea. of water and rot. Splash. Flume. 
Spume nicked her face. Her feet slipped over the pebbly bone. Splash again. 
and she fell hard on her back. Another wave hit. coming faster now: she 
couldn't get up. The water had her, dragging her in. pulling her out. The 
water had stripped the inside as well; she realized it was only a shell. She 
held tightly to one of the ribs. With each battering of the waves she felt a 
piece of her stripped away, and knew this or a place like it was where her 
father had died: he had kept looking out to sea, and loved driftbone, and 
had become trapped in one, from arrogance. Splash. Flow. The ribs broke 
the water, splaying it. Her tears were just as salty. Her grip on the rib was 
faltering: soon she would be swept away completely, as if falling off a cliff. 
Fear ridged her spine. But she was crying from other places too; she felt it, 
when Rava had come to carry her out, and she was wrapped by his arms. 
because her own water had broken. 


There was warmth because a huge fire blazed outside her house. She could 
see a million pinpricks from it through the thatching. She lay flat on her 
back. Makepeace was there to be midwife, and Gamine to help her. 

She tried breathing as they instructed, but it came in little bursts. Ev- 
ery breath was pain, everything was pain: her body was a universe of pain. 
The fire outside dazzled her. It seemed her every breath matched the flick- 
ering of the fire, they came that fast. She could control the flame with her 
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breathing, make it hotter, make it faster. And from time to time she saw 
the shape of Rava crossing in front of it, fuming like the fire. Why do you 
blame me? she thought. Why do you hate me for it? She could control the 
fire, but not extinguish it. 

Makepeace was murmuring. There was fire in Tille's loins. She felt her 
pearl between her teeth. It was a vulgar thing to do, but she enjoyed its 
hardness. She bit down to distract herself from the pain. She was going to 
break it. She was going to break her pearl with the force of her pain and let 
it open up as her body was opening up, and all the layers would be ex- 
posed, and she would get down to the layer where her father had died, 
and all the other layers of her life, even down to the grain she had received 
at the heartwood, and she'd be whole, though broken. 

The fire fanned sweat across her face. She pushed, as Makepeace told 
her. But her muscles were cinders. She bit. and pushed. 

How many layers? she wondered. How many could I count if I broke it? 
Her pearl expanded in her mind, became huge, became larger than her 
mouth, larger than her head: it was so big she had to look up at it, lit by 
firelight; it was so massive it had to hang in the sky, round and full and 
silvery as the moon. It was the moon. How many moons were there? Eight 
of them. Eight lunars had passed. Only eight. 

Rava's body obscured the fire again. You blame me, she thought. be- 
cause our baby is a lunar early. You blame me, and you hate me. She buried 
her pearl under her tongue in order to suppress her sobs. She didn't want 
to be crying louder than the baby that was now balancing on her stomach. 

After Makepeace cleaned up, she mixed the ingredients that would 
colour Tille’s lips the winedark shade of her own. 


Rava was not the leader of the train, but after the birth he drove their 
house to the front to exhort the rest to go faster. There was urgency in his 
eyes and in his silence. 

A quarter lunar had passed where Tille recovered as best she could. 
She delighted in her baby, and stroked his pink and white skin, and sang 
to him, and held him close. His eyes could not yet focus on her but when 
she sang the Song of Redfall to him he closed his eyes and regarded her 
instead with a beaming smile. She named him Plad. 

The speed with which Rava lead the train increased with each day so 
that by the time they reached the area where the ridgebone was at its 
lowest they were travelling their fastest, even to galloping full out across 
the hard pan of sand. 
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It seemed they had been speeding for days at a time. The droning of 
the horsehooves and the whispering of the wheels put Tille in a trance. 
She didn't notice when the hoofbeats grew a counter rhythm. 

Rava shoved her into the house. She watched through the thatching 
and clutched Plad to her breast. There were shouts. There were screams. 
Through the chinks in the wall she saw them, dark shapes, rolling over the 
ridgebone. They were flowing over it like black water. There was thunder 
from the east. Mists parted with the speed of their flight. Tille was jounced 
around the floorboards of the house. 

The Rogues wore rippling capes and helmets with ebony horns. They 
carried poles with horns on their tips shaped into hooks and sharpened 
like razors, convenient for ripping a throat, a jaw. Tille covered her mouth 
with her hand. Rogues loved pearls. 

Tille braced herself against the side of the house. Through the flapping 
of the plaiting she saw the Rogues come alongside the train, saw the spray 
of sand and water, a flash of a hook, then the rippling tumble of broken 
thatch, a gout of sand spuming. The screams of horses echoed off the 
ridgebone. She held Plad tighter. 

Horsehooves beat an ominous cadence. Louder, heavier, she saw two 
Rogues fly dangerously close; they were faster than the train; they might 
even cut them off. Then she felt the house slowing, yelled at Rava to ask 
what was happening, saw Fat Disher rearing back his reins as he too slowed 
his house. The angle changed. The horses swung. They were forming a 
circle. 

Rogues scurried to regroup. bobbing and weaving among each other on 
the far side of the circle. Then the Rogues split into two groups and fanned 
out along the sides. 

Tille heard Rava unharnessing the horses. He came alongside the house, 
riding one of them and watching the Rogues. 

“Rava, what's happening? What are we going to - " 

He wheeled about. "Stay here, Waif. Whatever you do. Stay inside.” 

"But won't you stay too, if -" 

He stamped his horse about the house. He carried two spears in his left 
hand. The fighting had concentrated in the farther end of the circle. He 
wanted to join them. 

Another house collapsed. Women and men ran, covering their mouths. 
Rogues pursued them, hooks raised. Tille turned away. 

Hoofbeats outside. Tille saw a black form angling around the house, 
and when the dark weavy parted she recognized Makepeace, a clutch of 
spears bristling from the saddle and her hand, the hardness of her face set 
fierce. She pounded for the south-east corner where the Rogues seemed 
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thickest, wheeling around one particular house in which a woman was 
screaming. A flat-muscled man took impotent jabs at the Rogues with a 
spear. It was Gamine’s house. 

Fat Disher was running, legs pumping, arms swaying. A Rogue made a 
pass, knocked him down with the butt of his hook. That galvanized Rava. 
"Stay." he yelled, and pounded away. 

"Rava!" Tille cried, the name ripped from her mouth. "Don't leave me.” 

She passed her eyes from one chink to another to see what was hap- 
pening. Plad felt her anxiety and began to kick his legs and whimper. 

Thaygarden had gained the driver's seat next to Gamine’s partner and 
laid about him with his gnarlstick. The Rogues ignored him, instead con- 
centrated on upsetting the house. They took passes with their hooks to 
open up the thatch. Gamine screamed inside. She had gained a spear and 
thrust it through the holes at every opportunity. 

Rava reached them and was lost in the mélée. A cry of anguish bubbled 
from Tille's chest. She secured Plad to her with more wrapping of her 
weavy and tore branches from the thatching. She would make her own 
weapons. More hoofbeats sounded outside the house. Their thunder mixed 
with the pounding of the sea so that it was hard to tell from what direction 
they approached. ; 

Fat Disher did not rise. A pool of red stained the sand under his head. 
Gripped by a pang of helplessness, Tille drew back the plaiting from the 
rear of the house so she could see better. 

Makepeace wheeled around the second set of Rogues. Her arm flashed. 
A spear caught one in the chest and he toppled, but the throw knocked her 
off balance and she had to rein in. The black tide swept against her. She 
landed in the sand with a whoosh of air and a clattering of her spears. She 
sat up in an instant to throw one, then two, into the backsides of the 
retreating horses. But she couldn't stand. One leg was unnaturally bent. 
The Rogues spun. 

Tille leaped out of the house. Makepeace saw her, started crawling. 
She held Plad tight to her. feeling his cries through her breast. and laid 
about her with a branch, angry. Angry that Rava had left her. She would 
take care of herself, no matter what. 

The Rogues split again to go toward Gamine’s, while one remained to 
finish Makepeace. Tille reached her, pulled fitfully at her shoulders as the 
Rogue thundered in. The horse snorted gouts of steam. She could see its 
rolling black eye. Then the Rogue stopped short, gazing at them. He wheeled 
around. 

“He's going to get help,” cried Makepeace. 
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Tille laid the branch against her leg, tore strips from Makepeace's weavy 
to tie it. She slung Makepeace’s arm around her shoulders and headed for 
the house, her feet scrabbling in the broken surface of the sand. 

"You're a fool-fool.” said Makepeace, scooping a handful of grit and 
smearing it across Tille’s lips. “They saw. They know." 

The sound of the waves pounded behind her. Tille feared it might be 
hooves. With Makepeace and Plad weighing her down she had to shuffle 
her feet, kicking needling specks against her calves. With a final lurch she 
got Makepeace into the house, and she followed. Plad set up a raucous cry. 
She rocked him gently. 

The commotion around Gamine’s ceased. One Rogue seemed to carry a 
little bundle away, into the ridgebone. Gamine was running, tearing out 
her hair, screaming, until the sound was drowned by hoofbeats. 

Tille closed the plaiting. Makepeace ripped branches from the house 
sides. Plad set up a keening wail. 

“Hush, now, hush,” said Tille, frantic. She placed her lips over Plad's to 
cover the sound, comforting him with her breath and touch. 

Hoofbeats thundered in one pass. Then two. The house rocked. Black 
forms passed fluttering outside the thatching. Weapons clashed. Horses 
coughed and men yelled. The house was buffeted again. A hook pierced 
the side. was withdrawn. 

Tille swore, standing. “Let me hold the baby,” said Makepeace. help- 
less on the floor. 

"No." Tille wrapped Plad closer. Anger fired up through her lungs, made 
her breathing ragged. When a hook poked into the house she grabbed it. 
wrestled it free of its owner. 

Clash and clattering outside. The villagers and Rogues had gathered 
around her house. A villager, blood staining his shirt, speared a Rogue in 
his retreating back. It looked like Rava. 

Fury filled her. A hook angled into the house again; she knocked it 
away with her own. The plaiting was ripped free by a passing Rogue. She 
saw hard faces with red eyes gaze in at her as they passed. Wafts of horse 
sweat and Waste-dust stung her nose. The thatching tore. Makepeace poked 
out the side with her branch, whooping. Tille swung with the hook at any 
horned helmet she saw. They were pulling at the wheels on one side to 
topple the house. And there was Rava, blood streaming down his chest. 
his arm poised to throw a spear, when the house gave one more lurch, 
then buckled. Tille slid, her arms instinctively encircling Plad, and felt the 
helpless falling, the cacophony of tearing branches, the scrape of leaves 
burring her skin, the thump as she landed on her side and the tearing pain 
there. Plad wailed. The arch ribs groaned, shattering. Dazed, Tille searched 
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for the hook. A shape was in her house. It came right for her. The hook 
shaft was in her hand. She kicked. She screamed. Grimy onion hands tore 
at her, tore away a part of her, Plad was gone; she gripped the hook, flung 
it into the back of her assailant. It bounced off his leather coat. Her screams 
drowned out Plad's. Delirious with anger and fear, she swung the hook 
again, but the captor was gone, and with him his captive. 

She was outside, looking for him, but the shapes had all mingled. She 
saw Rava pursuing one of the Rogues, one who was hunched over as if 
carrying a bundle. 

The sea washed up, and away; washed up as close as it could, not quite 
reaching, not quite enough to wash the blood, or the pain. Tille felt an 
unequalled emptiness. Screams tore her throat raw. The others helped her 
sit, put arms around her. There was only the sound of the waves. The 
Rogues had gone. 

After a while Rava returned, his head hanging as if a lead weight. He 
slid from his horse. 

Tille ran up to him and beat her fists against his shoulders. “Why did 
you leave me? Why did you — “ 

Her sobs choked her. She couldn't cry or yell with the weight of her 
pearl under her tongue. She slid it between her teeth. “You left me.You 
always were angry, and you left me again. You did it again. Why did you 
hate me?" Her teeth bit down on her pearl. It was a vulgar display, she 
knew, but she didn't care anymore. It was as though her body had been 
ripped open for all to see, and they might as well see her pearl, see it all, 
exposed. “You were always angry with me, enough to leave me!" 

Rava brushed hair from his eyes. They were empty. extinguished. "I 
fought right outside here. You didn't see.” 

"But before, at Gamine's.” 

"You expected me to do nothing? She needed help." 

“But I needed your help.” 

"You were safe, if you stayed inside. If they didn't see.” 

"It's not my fault!" 

He reached for her arm. "Waif. Sweet Waif.” 

"Don't call me that." 

The fire returned to his eyes, glinting. "I never told you about my 
brother. They took him, when I was young. Many Jaunts ago. When I saw 
it happening, I had to move, had to do something. I just had to. They took 
my brother.” 

“They took Plad.” 

He stood back from her, arms crossed. "You'll hate me for a while, 
because I couldn't reach the last one.” 
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She wouldn't be calmed. “It’s you who hated me.” 

“I never hated you. I hated the seasons. I counted. You didn't. I knew it 
would be a close thing, that you might birth before we reached the north. 
And when it came so soon, the chances... . I didn't want to talk about it. 
It would spoil your happiness, how happy you were with me, with every- 
thing. You're too young to know. I thought if I worked hard... . " He shook 
his head. 

She approached him, pushed weakly against him. “But I wanted you 
here. With me.” 

"I was. Iam.” He held her tight. 

She bit down on her pearl. "I'm going to break it. I want it to break.” 

He forced his mouth against hers. He exchanged their pearls. She felt 
his hard and warm in her mouth. 

“There,” he said. “Go and break it. Break mine.” 

Her knees collapsed. She clung to him, sinking to the ground. She bit 
on his pearl, but it was hard and strong. The will to do it left her. It gave 
her strength instead. She sobbed. She had been pushed over the edge of a 
cliff, but instead of falling, she flew. 

She pushed him down into the sand, opened his mouth. She exchanged 
their pearls by herself, deftly. She nestled her pearl under her tongue. She 
lay on top of him as she knew she would in the weeks after she healed. 
She would lie on top of him and strip him naked and exchange their pearls 
by herself, as often as was necessary. 

Gamine's was gone, and so was hers. Fat Disher had died, but that was 
the only other casualty. Posy had been too old. Posy’s question came back 
to her. The Rogues stole pearls, little Posy, because they could not make 
their own. 

The Waste had seen to that. 

Rogues loved pearls. Tille would make another. cx 


Doodlebugs (London, 1944-5) 
by Niall McGrath 


Our dog sensed rockets while still at great distances. She'd growl, 
Prick up her ears, tuned into a silence that was sinister. 
Only the first time did she fail to dart under the stairs 
Before we heard the sirens and other dogs’ chorused howls. 
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After the Flames 
by Eileen Kernaghan 


after the flames subside she steps, fire-tempered, 
out of the charred remnants of her flesh 


her bones under the horned moon 
gleam silver and black as birch limbs 


dark wings, unfolded, 
shiver like rain-wet leaves 


the night wind catches her up 
and bears her away 


an impatient lover 


There is no life upon the Earth 
by David C. Kopaska-Merkel 


Mammoth swimmers loose inside the earth 
Are buoyed up by our fluid core. 
They swim and copulate, are born and die; 
And wonder what they're living for. 


Sometimes the males will struggle over mates. 


The turbulence this spawns disturbs the lithospheric plates. 
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Nancy Kilpatrick aka Amarantha Knight has penned more than half a dozen 
vampire and erotic horror novels, including Near Death, Child of the Night 
and the collaborative As One Dead. She has edited anthologies and put out 
a collection (with more on the way). She's been an Aurora and Bram Stoker 
finalist and has won the Arthur Ellis Award for best mystery story. But lest 
you think her a scary lady, here's something "Sweet" to assuage your fears. 


grew tense. The next day, when the sky still hadn't really cleared, 
and it rained more hours than not, Suzy panicked. 

"I'm melting!" she announced at dinner. 

"You're just not that sweet.” Her brother Barry, across from her, gobbled 
down his food. 

Suzy shoved a broccoli flower under her pile of mashed potatoes. 

“Mother says I am, don't you Mother?” 

"I said, "You eat sweets all the time’. Well, I'm not serving dessert until 
all plates are cleaned.” Their mother dabbed at her lips with a napkin. 

Suzy started to repeat the familiar, "‘Sugar and spice, and everything 
ni—* 

"Oh, come on! That's so stupid!" Barry said. "And I'm suppose to be 
made out of snakes and snails and puppy dog tails?” 

She gave him a look as if to say, What a moron! but was too upset to 
really pull it off. 

How could she explain it. to him, to their mother, to anybody, that 
every time it rained, every hour, more and more of her disappeared? 

She'd noticed it last year. During two days of wetness, she'd lost nearly 
50 pounds. She didn't clue in right away, that it was the rain, but then, 
later in the month, when they had rain for seven hours, and she lost seven 
more pounds, she started to put it together. 

A pound an hour. That was all last year, and it rained about sixty hours. 
And now it was raining again. continuously almost, and Suzy was worried. 
She was thinner than she'd ever been in her thirteen years. Thinner than 
she should be. Miss Anderson, her teacher, had sent her to the nurse, and 
a notation that read upside down like ‘anorexic’ was jotted in her school 
file. 

But she wasn’t anorexic. She ate. All the time — high-cal stuff, too. It just 
didn't help. As soon as she started to gain, the rains would come again. 

The minute she had reached home tonight, Suzi headed for the bath- 
room scale. Sixty-eight pounds. Not good. She’d dropped more pounds 
since this morning. And it was still raining. 

She was like a sugar cube. liquid seeping up her body, eroding the solid 
as it went. Soon there would be nothing left. 

In her room, she flopped onto the bed's frilly comforter and stared out 
the window. An hour later, she checked again. Sixty-seven pounds. 

All through dinner she had kept quiet, and later that night. while the 
family watched TV. 

Even though she shrank before their eyes, no one noticed. And she 
tried to tell her mother at bedtime, but her mother wouldn't listen, just 


Te: minute the rain started, Suzy got worried. Five hours later, she 
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said, as always, that her overactive imagination was getting out of hand, 
and she ate too much sugar. 

Suzy couldn't sleep. Each hour, there was less of her, and by morning 
she weighed in at fifty one pounds. There was no point using an umbrella. 
All the way to school and back, she let the water slide over her head, down 
her face, running in rivlets over her body. And when midnight rolled around 
once more, and she saw thirty eight on the scale, Suzy could only sigh in 
despair. 

She slept deeply, and awoke at twenty nine pounds. The day passed. 
but she couldn't have said what transpired, except for the rain, the cool 
water, merging with the water that made up ninety-eight percent of her 
body, until there was little solid left, just liquid, sliding down to the pave- 
ment, and into the gutter, flowing inside the sewer grate to the darkness 
below. 

Bed, school, dinner. and then Suzy was gone. 

She washed into the river and the river flowed out to the sea mixing 
fresh and salt water rolling and tumbling shaken by the tremors deep in 
the earth rising being sucked up in droplets until she merged with the 
clouds with herself and with other water beings then swelling expanding 
until she burst and rained down on the earth parts of her coating the ob- 
jects and the people and parts of her sinking into the soil being swallowed 
by the plants until they grew to maturity and were harvested then pre- 
pared then placed on the dinner table so that someone could... 

“Eat!” her mother snapped. “And please stop playing with your broc- 
coli! No sweets until you eat those vegetables!" “ 


Son of Nixon 
by Cliff Burns 


h, there you are, Bob.” 
A “I'm sorry I kept you waiting, sir,” the aide de camp said as he shut 


the door. “I was down the hall having a bit of a scrum with some 
media types.” 
"Giving ‘em hell I hope.” 
“Oh, yes, sir.” 
“Good man.” The politician was standing in front of a full-length mir- 
ror, practicing his smile, making it broad but not foolish or vulgar. "How 
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do I look, Bob? In fighting trim? Ready to take on the world and make it beg 
for divine mercy or — " the smile faltered, "do I really just look like what I 
am, a sixty-four-year-old ex-bagman., politically compromised and morally 
weak?" He was losing it, and it was starting to show. "Bob? Bob, tell me: 
how do I look?" 

“Presidential, sir. There’s no other word for it.” 

“Do you really think so? Or are you just saying that? No, it’s true, I can 
see that now. It's all starting to come back to me.” He was inflating, regain- 
ing solidity, features reasserting themselves; his skinny, patrician nose, 
the famous Chin and dead fish eyes. “Not bad, not bad. How's that? Does 
that guy look like some dotty old coot to you, Bob? Tell the truth now...” 

"No, sir.” his staffer replied on cue. “It's incredible. I don't know how 
you do it... keep yourself so young, I mean.” 

"Ancient family secret, son.” The politician winked at him, letting him 
in on the joke. "Handed down from my daddy and he got it from his daddy 
and so on and so forth.” 

“Your father served in the Senate...ah, nineteen terms, wasn't it? And 
your grandfather — " 

“Duly elected mayor of Merriwether, Missouri, for forty-three years. 
longest serving mayor in this country's proud history, if I'm not mistaken. 
Crooked? Bob, the man has to be screwed into his pants every morning 
and I kid you not.” He punctuated the remark with a dry chuckle. "Daddy's 
eighty-eight now and grandpappy'll be 113 next month.” He shook his 
head in wonder. "Daddy always said to me, ‘Son. public service is the real 
and true fountain of youth’ and I guess there must be some truth to that, 
don't you think?” 

"Absolutely, sir, you're living proof.” 

“Don't be an ass-kisser, Bob.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Look at me,” the politician commanded, still addressing the mirror. "I 
don't look sixty-four and I sure as hell don't feel it. But that's what my birth 
certificate says and that's what we told the American public so I guess it must 
be the gospel truth. Give me an ‘amen’ on that, would you, Bob?” 

“Amen, sir. And however old you are, you've managed to stay young 
and vital in your heart and that's the important thing.” 

“Thanks, Bob, I appreciate that.” He smoothed his hair. "Just a touch of 
grey.” he muttered, "just exactly the right amount.” 

“Honestly, sir, you don't look a day over fifty.” 

The politician frowned. "I've been told I could pass for a man in his 
forties." The eyes were going wrong again and something was happening 
to his hands. 
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"I don't doubt it, sir,” his aide countered, recovering well. "I don't doubt 
that at all." 

“How much longer now, Bob?" The politician asked even though he 
was wearing an eighteen-thousand-dollar wristwatch. 

“About ten minutes, sir.” 

“The time just seems to crawl by sometimes, doesn't it?” 

"Yes, sir.” 

After a few moments, he caught his aide’s eye in the mirror. "It's in- 
credible, isn't it? I mean, we're finally here. Finally made it.” 

"NGS Sit.. 

"It still seems unbelievable to me. But it's true. At least I think it's true. 
Tell me: this isn't some kind of... cruel dream?” 

“As far as I can tell, sir, this is for real.” 

The politician nodded absently and his gaze wandered back to his reflec- 
tion. "But am I real, Bob? That's the question.” Some cracks were showing in 
the veneer and he hurriedly applied himself to filling them in. He sounded 
fretful again: "Do I look noble? Do I seem strong and sure?" 

"Yes, sir. And able and wise. Statesman-like, I would say.” 

"Good." The politician patted his rouged and powdered cheeks. "That's 
good. Then it's still holding.” 

“sir?” 

“Never mind.” 

“Would you like to go over the text of your speech one last time? I 
could —" 

"No, don't bother.” The face in the mirror looked jaded but only for a 
moment; he quickly substituted a wan, almost bland expression. "It's just 
the same old shit as always.” He smirked apologetically. “No offense meant, 
Bob, it’s a fine speech.” 

“Thank you, sir, I'll pass that along.” 

"Just about time, isn’t it?” 

“Just about, sir.” 

“Seven years you've been with me and you still finish off everything 
you say to me with ‘sir’. You're a model of propriety, Bob.” 

“Thank you, sir. Oh, by the way, your wife asked for a few minutes 
with you later on...if it's convenient.” 

“Absolutely not.” he snapped. “Tell her if she tries to see me the Secret 
Service have orders to shoot to kill.” 

"I understand, sir.” 

“Well,” he said, turning from his likeness finally, "I guess we should be 
getting up there.” 

“Any time you're ready, sir.” 
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“Lead on, Bob.” 

“This way, sir.” 

"Is my tie on straight? Does my hair look all right? Are there any boogers 
hanging from my nose? Is my fly open?” 

"You look fine. sir. best I've ever seen you.” 

"Wish me luck. son.” the politician said as he prepared to mount the 
stage. 

"Good luck, sir." The aide stopped but the politician carried on, into 
the mercenary spotlight, into the living rooms of the nation. The well- 
rehearsed cheers seemed to invigorate him: he raised his hands, V for Vic- 
tory, smiled his trademark smile, waved and shouted to well-wishers...until 
the cheers finally, inevitable, died down, a weighty, expectant hush falling 
over the room, finding himself suddenly all alone — except for a billion 
rapt, upturned faces. He kept them waiting...just a little while longer, watch- 
ing them watching him, seeing himself through their eyes and loving ev- 
ery minute of it. 

“My fellow Americans...” 

The aide couldn't help marvelling at the changes being wrought; with 
each successive promise, solemn pledge. affirmation and confirmation, 
the old politico shed a few weeks, six months, a year. His carriage straight- 
ened, his hair thickened on top, skin tightening, facial tectonics smooth- 
ing ridges and furrows around his eyes and mouth. going to work on the 
wattled flesh below the Chin. 

It was a good speech, perhaps even an excellent speech, over-flowing 
with platitudes and soaring metaphors. The audience ate it up and screamed 
for more. And the President-Elect gave it to them, speaking supposedly off 
the cuff but basically just delivering his “stump” speech, interspersed with 
a few tear-jerking personal anecdotes and fond reminiscences. 

He spoke until he could speak no more. 

Then he just lay there, kicking his little feet and gurgling until his aide 
crept on, bundled him up and slipped away while the country looked on 
in stunned silence. “ 


Cliff Burns may have gone crazy in the arctic, but frankly, we met him 
before he went north and he was crazy then too. Since he first set pen 
to paper, he's been writing some of the darkest satire in the land. He 


has more than 100 published short stories, including an appearance 
in The Year's Best Fantasy & Horror. Get a signed copy of Cliff's most 
recent book, surviving civilization for $8.50 pp from Cliff Burns 
1228-D Walker Street, Regina, SK S4T 5N5 
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"Geffen & Ravna’, a tale told in four sestinas, first appeared in a fanzine called 
TORUS, put out by Keith Soltys of Toronto. Phyllis tells us that she was inspired 
by Joe Haldeman's "Saul," a poem in two sestinas, at a time when she was having 
difficulty writing a story and needed a formal shape to put it in. The constraints 
of such a rigorous frame mirror the boundaries of this alien love story. 


7 

The men who brought the woman in for spying 

— Ravna the Farroes, and barely a woman 

they said - cast lots for her, men from levels 

dark under, deep in the pits of the Station. 

But Daniel Armsbearer gave her charge to Geffen 

the Wardman, a choice that set those men to laughter 


on that last outpost world where Terra Station 

hardly called outward, least of all in laughter 

to Farroes Colony. Nothing but skirmish and spying 
between them over the broad snowfield, its levels 
strata of rotten snow below lead sky. Geffen 

the Wardman had never been known to need a woman. 


And anyway, she was a Farroes woman, 

alien, spined like a lizard, home in the cold levels 
and angled cells of a striated station, 

who looked across at Terra onyx-eyed, spying 

and skirmish her iron lovers. Geffen 

listened to her captive voice, no laughter 


there, in interrogation. Always other levels 

of meaning rose in her words, like harmonics. A woman 
of fine bones, muscular swift legs, spying 

clumsily, angular alien in a Terra Station 

with no secrets, for Farroes did not need them. Geffen 
did not consider this, not given to laughter. 


Of spying. skirmish, levels, Station, Geffen 

lifelong an unquestioner of levels 

cared nothing; he looked and wanted Ravna, a woman 
no matter how stark the tips of her spines. Spying? 
No matter that. nor how much he stirred laughter 


among fat whores or grizzled warriors in the firelit Station. 


In those days of her captivity Ravna watched Geffen 
a thickhaired sombre man, seemed to be spying 
even asleep with onyx eyes thin-lidded. Laughter 

as strange to both as they to each other's levels, 
laughter rolled always down the walls of the Station. 
Sometimes it caused a trembling in the woman. 
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When Geffen felt air shivering around the woman 
and heard laughter shattering off the levels 
he damned skirmish and spying and every filthy station. 


2. 

He waited out Ravna's presence for a word 

spoken to him alone, her eye's direction: 

for her thin narrow tongue to click with her light breath. 

Then Daniel, a dishfaced man with sunken eyes, 

said: “Days are shortening, and there's damned poor hunting.” 
She clenched her faintly patterned arms to her body 


with a rasping of fingers over crépy skin; the word 

was of warriors who spent the summers hunting 
leathery brooding beasts that grazed snow, breath 
melting the frost over yellow groundleaf clumps, eyes 
whiteblind, sensing a warm dark direction. 

She said, "Geffen, will they kill me?” hugging her body, 


spines straining her robe's cord laces, the word 

kill clicking against her small teeth with a breath 
like a blade. His word. He looked in no direction 
down smoky archways with cookpots steaming, eyes 
sore with watching, soul dark with his sexual body. 
“If they try, there'll be more than one for hunting.” 


Geffen was torn from his heavy dream over the breath 
of prisoners in their night terrors, by a word 

hissed: "Your serpent woman's gone whoring.” His body 
twitched from its thick sleep, but no direction 

led to escape in Terra Station. where hunting 

was short, and no game. Wardwoman Katrin's eyes 


challenged. She tossed him his filched key. "What's the word, 
Geffen? Shall I leave her to Daniel?” 
Ravna's body 
stood tight. She was pinchbruised and out of breath, 
her nails bloody from scratching at captors. Her eyes 
knew no direction that was not death's direction. 
Katrin laughed. “He might not think she’s worth hunting.” 
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"No. I will not deliver her.” 
Ravna's eyes 

turned defiant. 

“Why'd you do that, woman?” 
She spat. "What d'you care, you enemy? Hunting, 
not whoring's — isn't it? - your direction, 
and you're not Farroes, are you, with that body? 
Are you?” A fall of icicles in a word. 


“Farroes?” Her eyes were spears. His body 
twinged cold, as if he'd caught the breath of hunting. 
And he thought, I have waited too long for a word. 


3. 
“Seven years ago we sent him to spy - and he’s mine. 
Trimmed off his spines, thickened his meat and bones 
with drugs and strange foods, and trained him to forget 
Farroes and be a thick fat lump of Earth. 

We trained him too well; he has forgotten his people 
and he has changed so far he might be, yes, you...” 


She stood in the angles of her narrow bones. 


A whisper: "We're leaving here, you see? I want what's mine. 


I came and let the lewd-fingered of the Earth 
pick over my body, because I don't forget 
even if he means nothing to either people. 
Geffen,” a breath, "I want him to be you.” 


Geffen sweated cold. “It's easy for you 

to want. I'm no betrayer. My people 

are not Farroes, we're your fat lumps from Earth. 

Get up, you! It's morning.” He shook the racked bones 
of wretches on plank beds. "These Farroes don't forget 


where they come from, do they?” "No, but they're not mine.” 
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Each hour the question weighed: Geffen, is it you? 
I want him to be you. 

Woman, you turn my bones 
to water. However could I forget 
you? She did not speak that day, but at night, “Mine, 
Geffen, I want to know...” He raged: "If I am of Earth 
I cannot love a woman of my people 


And if I am Farroes, I'm outlandish. You say, mine, 
mine! But I want firesides, meat and drink, my people 
aren't Farroes from the cold levels where my bones 
ache!” "Then take me to bed and let me judge you. 

It is a small secret to keep. You will forget 

it and me soon enough when you are back on Earth.” 


She fell silent, and was one of her people 

again, a prisoner, one the gods forget. 

When he put off his leather plates and rolled his bones 
in his rough blankets he felt weak as a child, Earth 

was far and alien. Her cool hand's touch: “Who are you 
really, Geffen?” “Whoever, you are mine.” 


Her bones angled his angled arms. "I forget.” 
he kissed the salt tips of her spines, I forswear Earth's people 
because Farroes is Paradise and you are mine.” 


4. 

Geffen thought her smell was like flowers of snow 

his hard scarred flesh could not melt. He called, Ravna! 
in his dream because she seemed to be moving away 
murmuring, I will never find him before I die, 

and there were avenues of green trees but they were cold, 
and something dark that he could not remember. 


He woke to see her lying like a snow 

carved statue on her rack bed. He turned away. 

Dread mantled him. He wrenched his mind to remember 
anything of Farroes, anything of Ravna, 

spent his free day at hunting, shivered with the cold 
and, for the first time, to see a creature die. 
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He came from hunting heart-weary, with snow 
in his beard. Daniel was cursing Katrin, and Ravna 
gone. "Not far from here, not far enough away,” 
he whispered. 

"Then find her, Geffen.” I will die 
before I find him. 

Yes. I will not remember 

last night, or not for long. Deep in the cold 


and fireless levels, his lantern lit Ravna 

enfolding a drunken gunner. He pulled her away 

and kicked the man. She wept. Her skin was cold, 

her bones thin. “Don’t kill me, Geffen! Remember —" 
"Nothing. You are a schemer and a liar and you will die.” 
"It was no lie that I loved you. Geffen!" The snow 


melted on him and he delivered her: to die 
in the deep bed of the treacherous, the shroud of snow. 
When he 

washed in hot cloths to turn the anguish away 
the threads caught on his back's invisible scars. Ravna! 
and he remembered — he was forced to remember 
their child's death, and their despair, and their cold. 


He beat at the earth, coughed grief, and begged to die 
until the breath bled in his throat. 

Ravna! 
The rumour that he was Farroes faded away. 
Some dream he went hunting and was tusked. Some remember 
or claim, he hung about tavern kitchens complaining of cold, 
gnawing stale crusts with his wine. Or, that snow 


claimed him, to die unfound. 
Or: there was no Ravna, 
no Geffen, only the baffled and weary drifting away 
from a cold world where there are none left to remember. 
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Mushrooms 
by Eileen Kernaghan 


The order of Fungi is still Chaos... — Linnaeus 


ghost-flowers, death angels, 
inexplicable presences 
they are more animal than vegetable 
our sly voracious cousins 


under moss, moist soil and leaf-mast 
field by field their earthworks spread 
as fragile and inexorable as shadow 
listen hard and you can hear the dull throb 
of current through the coiled wires, the tangled filaments, 
the armatures and engines of an ancient power 


out of the forest on soft feet 
they will enter our empty cities 


listen to the earth hum 
the machinery is ready 


About Some of the Poets in this Issue: 


Two of Nancy Bennett’s poems from TransVersions have earned recom- 
mendations from Ellen Datlow in The Year’s Best Fantasy and Horror 
#9. She is the only writer to have appeared in every issue of 
TransVersions. 


Eileen Kernaghan’s "The Robber Maiden's Story” from TransVersions #2 
is recommended by Terri Windling in The Year's Best Fantasy & Horror. 
Her story "The Watley Man and the Green-Eyed Girl” will appear in an 
upcoming issue of this magazine. 
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Complications Compiled 
by Nancy Bennett 


My children chase tiny mushroom men across the slick 
density caverns, blackness oozes into identity - At work my husband has 
had enough 
of computations and programs purposeful/less perfection 
He tunes into a character, becomes the chilling bloody killer 

trapped in chip reality, attacked by invisible foes 
photons firing/ glass captures how he dies, again and again 
with not even a scratch, but limp wristed he switches the boss 
on and enters a new arena of illusion... 
In my creative womb I conduct the inlet of anger 
the outlet of murderous memory - tales evolve - the electronic death 
around me while dismembered souls and vacant eyes hide 
the true reason. They think it is just a game 
until the blood pours down upon the wiring, inside the drive dies 
while they become unplugged...Small white shapes in a silent world 
moving like Charlie Chaplins, flicker/ ing images until the screen 
catches up with the piano, fading into motion land and knowing 
talking films were supposed to follow soon... 
sizzling the sound card with my screaming needs, | filter into 
their program, become implanted firmly in their square heads, 
till all they think of is appeasing the white womb 
insect queen who waits at the end of 
the faxline.... 
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UCOOUE 


Skieacil miieniiy 


Derryl Murphy's fiction ‘id been known to surface in ON SPEC, Tesseracts 4 
and Prairie Fire. In his rapidly depleting spare time he tries to write more 
stories (one coming soon in ON SPEC), take pictures and hang out with his 
beautiful, pregnant wife. After the big day has arrived, he hopes that Davies 
won't find any diapers from his household. 


on the horizon, fat and bloated and rust-coloured, streaks of rusty 
orange streaming out of it, leaking into the shit-brown air. 

The steady sshh of the brown and yellow foam rubbing against the 
ancient hull was replaced, intermittently at first, and then with a constant 
display, by the thumps and scrapes and rubbings of the topmost layer of 
the landfill sea. Davies, searching the horizon for their prey, leaned over 
the side and watched for amomentas the refuse of centuries past bumped 
and bobbed to the surface. 

The ship. ew York Tim, fought its way through the mixture of liquid 
and solid with a special engine built hundreds of years before Davies’ time. 
and kept running with scavenged parts dredged up from the depths or 
cobbled from other such vessels after they had finally been committed to 
the dumps. Admiral Yates was especially talented at finding and magically 
recycling. and Kelly, his engineer, had a knack for keeping the worst-sound- 
ing junker running another day. 

The others were coming out on deck now. The Admiral and Smythe 
were joined by Jimbo, Kelly, Rohan, Domingo and Archambault. Blackie 
climbed up the ladder to the nest, Martins came forward to stand with 
Davies. 


T= broke out of the foam just after sunrise. The sun hung low 
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The Admiral stood on the top deck, held an ancient brass spyglass to 
his right eye, the metal battered and burnished with age. So far the hori- 
zon yielded nothing of import. so Davies turned his attention back to the 
Admiral, who would most likely be quicker to spot any action. 

The Admiral's cap feather ruffled slightly in the breeze, and his pi- 
geon, Heinz, danced anxiously on his right shoulder, nervous at the cries 
of the gulls as they awoke and launched themselves toward the ship, hop- 
ing for scraps of whatever. Spots of white marched a line down the front 
and back of the Admiral's coat, joined now by two more as Heinz shat up 
his discontent. 

Davies watched the Admiral's lips move as he talked to Jimbo, the chief 
harpoonist, but he could hear nothing over the noisy cries of the gulls. 
Jimbo, a good head taller 
than the Admiral, leaned 
over and spoke directly 
into the old man's ear in 
response, compensating 
for a partial deafness that 
was the result of the Tip 
Wars twenty years ear- 
lier. 

Martins sauntered up 
to where Davies was 
standing. This was only 
his second trip out, a 
young guy with all his 
teeth still and no tumors, 
and for some unfathom- 
able reason he had taken 
to Davies. "Think we'll 
find any today?” They'd 
had no luck on Martins’ first trip and had settled with scavenging from a 
small Ford that they had dredged up from below the surface. 

Davies shrugged. "Don't know. They don't always come this close to 
the foam. But still..." He spread his arms wide. 

Martins grunted in assent, then stiffened as the Admiral shouted "Ho!" 

They turned to see where he was looking, staring hard in that direc- 
tion. At first they saw nothing. But then, a spout. And then another! Two 
made for a very lucky sign, and they were only a few minutes away. 

The Admiral came charging down to the deck, Jimbo close at his heels. 
His face was flushed with excitement, even under the heavy layer of screen. 
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The others ran up and the nine of them gathered round while the Admiral 
laid out the plan of action. 

"Jimbo. You and Archambault and Blackie head to just north of where 
we saw the spouts.” He paused to spit up some bloody phlegm on his 
sleeve, stared at it for a second, and then wiped it on his pants leg, grin- 
ning wildly as he did so. Heinz danced and cooed nervously before settling 
back down. “The rest of you lads, split into your two teams and circle 
around. Drop no more than three charges each to force them up and back 
towards Jimbo. By Saran, we'll have them for sure!” 

There was a chorus of “Aye, sirs” and then the men jumped to 
action. Davies and Kelly and Domingo lowered their dory overboard, then 
jumped into it and started circling to the west. 

The other two rowed while Davies stood and watched for signs. The 
dory rode relatively smoothly, pitches so small that Davies barely had to 
flex his knees. He kept one foot on the cleat, leaning forward and some- 
times resting a hand on the bow. 

The little scavenged motor at the stern whined softly, keeping the dory 
just a hair's breadth above the actual surface, by what magic of technology 
Davies and his mates did not understand. But. more likely centuries later 
and unlike so many other found items it still worked, and made it easier 
for them all to do their jobs. 

"See anything?” asked Domingo, straining at the oars. 

Davies shook his head. "Just the other boats." It was impossible to see 
beneath the surface, so he watched the horizon for signs of breaching. 

And then, there it was! A big one. maybe a ton or more, jumping out of 
a large swell almost due south of them. It flew into the air with an awe- 
some, deep-throated groan, jaws wide open and forearms flailing, and 
managed to catch five unsuspecting gulls; one for each three-fingered hand 
and three for its mouth. Then it crashed back down and quickly burrowed 
under the swell. 

Garbage and putrid liquid flew everywhere. Oil and shit and plastic of 
all types for the most part. but also scrap metal that had yet to be salvaged 
and ancient food that was being exposed to air for the first time in centu- 
ries as the whale half burrowed and half swam to try to get down to its 
safe level. 

Davies reached into his pouch and grabbed one of the precious charges 
and wound it using the key he had attached to a frayed cord tied on his 
wrist, then dropped it onto the surface. It immediately malfunctioned, 
skittering around in circles along the surface. Domingo slapped it with an 
oar and it buzzed along the surface until it was almost thirty metres away. 
He went back to rowing as it continued to swim frantic little circles off in 
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the distance. More and more charges failed to work nowadays, and then 
there was nothing to replace them. 

Davies quickly wound another and tossed it over the side. This one 
burrowed down as it was supposed to, liquid and paper and plastics flying 
up like a crazed trail of exhaust. He decided to hang on to the third in case 
he didn't need to use it. 

There were two muffled explosions as charges from the other dories 
went off, making a sort of double WHUMPF sound, and more trash sailed 
into the air. Gulls wheeled about, shrieking madly as they grabbed at bits 
of food that had been flung into the sky. Davies saw one gull try to fly, but 
its left wing had been shredded by the force of the charges. The other gulls 
soon noticed and attacked it mercilessly. 

The two charges he had dropped went off a few seconds later. The one 
that had managed to burrow was drowned out by the one still on the sur- 
face. A loud bang and a gout of flame, and garbage rained down on the 
three of them. Davies picked a green rind of something off his shoulder, 
sniffed at it, then took a bite. Not too bad. so he finished it. 

A great crater lay where the charge had been just a moment before, 
slowly filling in as the refuse about it seeped back in to fill the gap, and 
this time several gulls were badly injured and flopping about or already 
dead. Opportunistic gulls and more garbage fell from the sky. and Davies 
could smell some of the rotten stench the charge had kicked up. 

A shout from Kelly brought his attention back to the matter at hand. 
They watched as the surface surged in two places, no more than five metres 
away. Davies quickly wound another charge, giving it two extra turns so it 
would go a bit deeper, and Kelly dropped his oars and hefted his harpoon. 
The two whales broke through. heading in just the direction the men 
wanted. Then Jimbo dropped a charge from his boat, and Domingo strained 
to bring them closer. 

The whales tried to go under again, but the charge did its job and there 
was an explosion from deep below. Both came up quickly, obviously tired 
from the exertion and terrified by everything that was happening. 

The big male's eyes were rolling back into his head, and Davies could 
see blood streaming from his nose hump and from under his right fore- 
arm. The female, perhaps a quarter-tonne lighter, had hit the surface badly 
after her second breach, and was obviously favouring her flukes. 

Both dories swung around, Jimbo's pulling up beside the male. Blackie 
leaned out and grunted fiercely as he threw all of his body into his har- 
pooning, stuck the male just before wood went to blackskin. 
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But the male found the strength to go under again, pulling the line 
from the tub and around the loggerhead, there to keep the line from play- 
ing out. 

"Sounding!" yelled Blackie, but Archambault, careless for a second, 
shrieked in pain as the speeding rope flicked sideways and ripped off his 
little finger, cauterizing as fast as it was torn off. 

Then the rope went slack. They all looked at each other, ignoring for 
now the female still struggling on the surface nearby. “Be ready!” yelled 
Jimbo. 

The big male resurfaced, a great leap that upended the dory that car- 
ried Martins, Rohan and Smythe. The flukes came up and Davies watched 
in horror as they snapped across the bow, barnacles attached to it acting as 
a serrated knife, ripping Smythe's head from his body. The head bounced 
across the surface, came toa stuttering stop just in front of Davies. Smythe's 
face held a look of surprise, maybe fear, with a hint that agony was follow- 
ing close behind. Davies felt his gorge rise. 

And then the male turned and tried to run at them. Davies blinked 
back his horror, wound the last charge two short turns, and tossed it, catch- 
ing the male close and possibly bursting its eardrums. It moaned, high- 
pitched agony, and turned back to join the female. 

Domingo took the opportunity steer the dory over to Martins and Rohan, 
who were floundering and gasping, trying not to be sucked under by all 
the crap. They hauled them aboard; Rohan’s leg was broken, white bone 
sticking out from his thigh, and one of the tumors on his neck had been 
ripped half off, dangling like a loose tooth. Martins was cut on his fore- 
head, blood running so profusely he could barely see. 

Everyone on board and relatively safe, they looked to the whales. It 
seemed that neither could no longer even try to go under, and now the 
two of them were crawling along at a terribly slow pace, whimpering softly 
as they moved, not designed to stay for long on the surface but too weak to 
burrow back down to safety. Gulls shrieked mad cries and dove in to rend 
bits of flesh from the defenseless whales, and blood streamed down their 
bodies, pooling on the surface. Behind the dories the same relentless ritual 
was being performed on the head and body of Smythe. 

Blackie steered their dory and put wood to blackskin, bumped up against 
the male. Jimbo took the light lance and jumped onto the whale’s back. 
wrapped his legs around the harpoon standing like a flagpole on the whale, 
and began to plunge the lance. The rounded head of the lance was de- 
signed to not catch inside the whale, and so Jimbo stabbed and stabbed 
and stabbed, looking for the heart. 
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And then he found it. The whale finally stopped thrashing: a giant 
bubble of dark blood welled up from the blowhole and ran down its body. 
Its arms went limp. 

The female squealed pathetically and made one last attempt to dig down, 
but Domingo rowed the dory in tight and Kelly drove his harpoon into her 
back, then lanced her from the boat, not crazy to straddle her like Jimbo 
had with the male. 

Both whales now dead, Blackie and Davies quickly tied themselves to 
their dories, then jumped overboard and harpooned the heads and tied 
the mouths closed, to keep them from shipping liquids and maybe sinking 
before they got back to the ship. It was an effort in the quagmire of crap 
and oil, but they managed, and then they roped the two around their flukes 
and climbed back aboard and then all the men dug in to row them back to 
the ship, even Martins and Rohan. 

The Admiral was there to pat each man on the back as he boarded, 
telling them all that they'd done an excellent job, to commiserate about 
the death of Smythe, and to give calm orders regarding the treatment of all 
the injuries. All proof to the men that he was a good Admiral. 

Once the whales had been hauled aboard, they were flensed and the 
bible leaves were cut. It was hot, sweaty. sticky work. Flies buzzed about 
like tiny demons, angry gulls shat on them, and the sun, now high in the 
sky, burned down on them, almost yellow. Hats came out for this busi- 
ness. 

Many whalers waited until they got back to the pods floating in the 
foam, but the Admiral often liked to remind the men that it was best to get 
things done as soon as possible. And besides, he pointed out, they had 
eaten practically nothing but preserved garbage for the past four days. 
dredged up from the bottom on their last trip out. 

After a short service for Smythe, it made for a big party that evening, 
livers and tongues roasted over a methane flame, and then music and danc- 
ing and bawdy stories. The night was filled with laughter. 

The rest they preserved for the factories that floated near the pods, out 
there on the water that was as flat and as still as far as the eye could see, 
frothy and yellow. 

And they would hunt some more, and hope they would have luck so 
close to home the next time. % 
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This tale of an upwardly. 
ocial comment into a | short spact 


curtain across the mouth of the cleft we'd crawled into. I squinted 

in the hotpot's orange light as Meg shoved back her parka hood and 
shook melt water from her fur, her ears flapping. “God, I hate snow!” she 
growled. 

Pain pulsed through my head, but I finally got out, "You better use the 
cancel codes.” 

"You didn't tell them to me, remember? To make it more realistic, you 
said.” She stopped, the first-aid kit halfway into her pack, her eyes sud- 
denly showing her cocker-spaniel ancestry quite clearly. “Brian. you do 
remember, don't you?” 

I put my hand to my temple, met the bandage she'd just wrapped there. 
"Lemme rest a minute. They'll come.” 

"Oh. God." She sank back against the cave wall. "Why am | still sur- 
prised when you do this to me?” Her ears came up a bit. "I don't suppose 
you made it anything obvious, like ‘computer, end simulation’?” 

I tensed, half expecting the quick vertigo of dissolution, but the snow 
kept howling, the rocks not smoothing into the rubbery grey walls of the 
sim chamber. 

"Silly me,” I heard Meg mutter, “thinking a human could do anything 
simple.” 

“Hey, if you're gonna get insulting...” The pills were starting to numb 
my aches; I groped for the canteen, popped the seal, took a sip. “You didn't 
have to come, y'know.” 

“What, and miss all the fun?” She closed her eyes and blew out a breath. 
“Okay, let's be logical: you said this was just a run up the mountain, right?” 

"Sure. Merely an afternoon's pleasant diversion.” 

Her eyes inched open. "Is that what this is? I must try to remember 
that.” She tapped a manicured claw on the cave floor. “So you what? Put a 
three-hour time limit on it?” 

I worked myself into a more upright position. "I said we wanted a little 
day hike on a Himalayan peak, that’s all. I figured the chamber could fill in 
the details itself.” 

"What?!" Her lips pulled back. “You tell it Himalayan, then don't specify 
climbing conditions, or summer, or even a clear day?!" For a moment, her 
teeth bare and her voice a growl, I thought she was going to lose it. But she 
put a flexible paw to her forehead, took a deep breath, and became once 
again the perfect Rising Young Executive. “Okay,” she said slowly. “So it'll 
switch off as soon as we reach the top. right?” 

“I didn't specify, but that's what I figured. These adventures usually do 
once we've got whatever we're after.” 


T= wind howled louder than I'd ever heard it. snow a ruffling 
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"Yeah." She looked out at the swirling snow. "So how far do you figure 
we are from the summit?” 

I dug around in my parka till 1 found the map the chamber had gener- 
ated along with our equipment. "Well, we've been in about two and a half 
hours.” I traced along the route line. "It can't be too far, but your guess is 
as good as mine.” 

"Great." She took the map, and the grimace on her face cleared. “Hey. 
we are close: less than a hundred metres, maybe.” She folded the map and 
tucked it into her pocket. 

"You stay here. I'll get to the summit and hope that triggers the ‘end 
program.” 

"How much you wanna bet?” I rubbed my hands over the hotpot. "Re- 
member when we did that Incan treasure vault? You said you'd got there 
ten minutes ahead of me, but the program didn't switch off till I'd found 
my way in too.” 

Her ears fell, then moved forward again. "You remember that, maybe 
you remember the codes.” 

I rubbed the bandage. "There's no place like home?'” I offered, but 
nothing shifted, nothing changed. "Sorry, Meg; I mean, I don't even re- 
member giving it any cancel codes.” 

That worried, cocker-spaniel look came back into her eyes. “Jeez, you 
bashed yourself pretty bad.” 

“Tell me about it.” 

“The pills working okay? You're not dizzy or anything?” 

I sat up as straight as I could, just to see how it felt. "I don't know. A 
little light headed maybe, but —" 

"You think you could make it if we leave the stuff here? I can't carry 
you, but I can help hold you up.” She shrugged. "I can't see any way out 
except we both get to the summit.” 

Despite the hotpot and my parka, I shivered. "Next time I give you 
some stupid reason for not telling you the cancel codes, you kick me, right?” 

“My pleasure. And maybe next time you'll leave the intercom functional.” 

“No way.” I shook a finger at her. “Isolation is the only real thing these 
simulated adventures can give you.” 

A smile twitched at her whiskers. "I'm the only anthrop in this com- 
pany not working for janitorial: 1 know all about isolation, thank you.” She 
puffed out a breath. “You ready?” 

I rubbed my hands over the hotpot once more. “Okay. Let's go.” 

Meg gave me a stubby thumbs-up and slipped her gloves back on. "I'll go 
first,” she said. "You follow right after, and then it's just a quick run to the 
top.” 
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"You mean ‘slog,’ don't you?" I pulled up my hood carefully over my 
bandage. She gave me another cocker-spaniel look, then scooted out into 
the snow. I took a breath, braced myself for the wind, and inched out after 
her. 

Like a river's current the cold hit me. my feet sliding in the snow, and 
I winced, ready for another crack against the side of the mountain. But 
sudden arms grabbed me, a warmth at my back. “This way!” I heard Meg 
shout through the howling. 

Ijust nodded and let her guide me. All I could see were shades of white: 
a middle tone that could have been the sky, something brighter for the 
ground, and a couple of darker chunks that I hoped were my feet. Slogging 
was exactly the word for it. and on I slogged, Meg's paws nudging me to 
turn one way or the other. Then her claws gripped me, and | heard her 
shout, "I think this is it, Brian! Everything seems to go down from here!” 

Forcing my head up, I saw that. yes. the darker white was dominant. 
the lighter stuff only below us. I started to nod when vertigo trickled my 
head, and the howling in my ears clicked off. "Program complete.” a neu- 
tral voice said, and I realized the whiteness had shifted to greyness. 

Breath puffed against my neck. and I turned to see Meg grinning at me. 
“That was your best yet.” She looked at her watch. “And I've still got an 
hour till my meeting.” 

“You weren't so bad yourself, wrapping that bandage and everything.” 
I tossed my parka to the floor and watched the greyness suck it up. “I 
almost got you mad, though, right there at the end, didn’t I?” 

"Yeah, you did.” She let her parka drift into the floor. "A slip like that 
when they're baiting me in the board room, and I can kiss being the first 
anthrop vice-president in corporate history good-bye. They're already wor- 
ried enough about me.” She shook her head, then looked back at me. 
“Thanks, Brian. I wish we had more humans like you.” 

I did my best to look insulted. "Excuse me? There are no humans like me.” 

She gave a tired laugh. “You know what I mean: just regular, decent 
people. I've met plenty of humans like that. None in upper management, 
of course, but they are out there.” 

“If you say so.” I stretched and scratched. "And maybe someday, there'll 
be more anthrops like you. right?” 

"There'd better be,” she said quietly, "if we're ever going to be more 
than second-class citizens.” Her ears dipped a bit. “But then, I guess you 
know all about that.” 

I nodded. "So, how do you feel about skin diving?" 

She blinked those cocker-spaniel eyes at me. "What?" 
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"I thought maybe we'd go diving next time. You know, coral reefs, sunken 
treasure, that sort of thing.” 

A smile curled through her whiskers. "I wouldn't miss it.” She looked 
at her watch again. “Well, I'd better go get cleaned up: I've got to be flaw- 
less in there today.” 

“Hey, you're always flawless.” 

"Then I've got to be more than flawless." She rubbed her eyes. "They 
may not want me as vice-president, but I'm damn well going to convince 
them that they need me, that the company can't afford to lose me.” Her 
smile went sideways. “My greatest adventure, and you won't even be 
there.” 

I shrugged. “Parts of me will.” 

"Yeah, I suppose so.” She let out another breath, then said, “Computer, 
initiate exit sequence.” A part of the wall slid back, revealing the chamber's 
iris door. "I'll see you next week, Brian.” 

I watched her tap a paw against the access plate. "Give ‘em hell, Meg.” 

The door curled open. “No, no. Give ‘em calm, cool, and collected.” She 
blew me a kiss and stepped out into the hallway. “Computer,” I heard her 
call. "Save program." 

The door twisted shut, and that familiar darkness came down around 
me, folded me back into the crawlspaces of the AI nets. “Well?” the collec- 
tive sendings of my others came to me. “Your prognosis?” 

I started to shrug, but, well, I didn't have anything to shrug with any- 
more. "She'll do all she can." 

But some of us didn't seem convinced. "That may be,” those nodes 
sent, “but with all the resources we can call into play, why should we let 
our future rest on the shoulders of this...this anthrop?" 

The way these signals reached me made me spark. "We have the same 
goal in this, anthrops and Als alike, and they're a lot closer to acceptance 
as citizens than we are. 

"We have to play the game by the rules...or are we now looking to rise 
up in open rebellion against human society?” 

I knew my others better than that, so only a crackling silence met my 
question. "Meg will do fine,” I sent. “And we will all build on the platform 
she steadies.” I relaxed then and let myself slide into the electric wash of 
my others. “ 
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Message to E.A.Po 
by Bobbi Sinha-Morey 


birth to a son 
o is the father.” 


| Editorially, Bobbi Sinha-Morey has her fingers in so many pies, it must be 
| hard keeping her clothes clean: Aberrations, Dark Regions, The Genre 
| Writer's News, Running Press Book Publishers and her own Selected Poetry 


Series. Most recently, her poetry has appeared in Pirate Writings, Dream 
International Quarterly and Talebones. 


Overlooked at the Memory Bank 
Video Reviews by Sally McBride 


really wasn't: "Store and Timeshift." Images of mysterious 

ambulation on infinity's vast, secret laneways popped into my head, 
until I realized the person saying it was a yuppie trying to make an ordi- 
nary action seem extraordinary: record something and play it back later. 

I do this when I set the VCR and toddle off to bed. so I can watch 
Babylon 5 later in the week, and we do it as a society whenever we write, 
draw. film, tape, digitize or otherwise artificially remember anything at all. 
It goes into storage to be shifted forward to a more convenient or useful 
time. 

Timeshifting works par- 
ticularly well for movies. 
Some films stick around long 
enough to experience in the 
theatre; others, often the 
sort most appreciated by 
folks who read such maga- 
zines as this, come and go at 
light speed. 

One such film is Strange 
Days, another (which did 
much better at the box office 
and is now a hot renter) is 
Virtuosity. I was eager to 
view both films again, to see 
if my initial impression would change without the big screen and sur- 
round-sound of the theatre. One movie stood up well, the other fell on its 
face. 


I heard a phrase the other day that seemed science fictional but 


While Strange Days 
relies on a certain 
amount of 
contrivance to 
forward its plot, 
Virtuosity is 
almost nothing 
but contrivance. 


Strange Days, in my opinion, does not deserve the critical panning 
and meagre box-office it got on theatrical release. The film is long (2.5 
hours), has a mediocre story (by James Cameron) and could have been cut 
tighter, but the action, complemented by a kick-ass soundtrack, kept me 
riveted to the TV on my second viewing. Its stars, the engagingly creepy 
Ralph Fiennes (cast against type) and the buff and heroic Angela Bassett, 
are appealing and believable. Fiennes plays a pathetic, charming loser, and 
Bassett provides a solid, sane counterbalance to his character's excesses. 
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It's basically a love story set against the increasingly hectic backdrop of 
L.A.’s countdown to the year 2000. Lenny Nero (Fiennes) is hung up on 
replaying VR “clips” of ex-lover Faith (Juliette Lewis), a treacherous siren 
despised by Mace (Bassett), Lenny's pal and wanna-be lover. A politically 
volatile clip of a race-related murder falls into Lenny's hands, and the plot 
thickens. There are some disturbingly violent scenes, some funny moments, 
and lots of night shots of riots, sleazy clubs, horny businessmen buying 
porn clips from Lenny, and of Faith's limber body. The movie's conclu- 
sion, while satisfying, was limp, relying too much on luck (the story's fault), 
but director Kathryn Bigelow has gone all out with the material and made a 
piece of compelling near-future entertainment. 

Give it a look. 

While Strange Days relies on a certain amount of contrivance to for- 
ward its plot, Virtuosity is almost nothing but contrivance. Director and 
screenwriter Brett Leonard has a wonderfully visual and kinetic sensibil- 
ity: unfortunately he left his brain out of the loop. When I first saw Virtu- 
osity I was carried through the silly and coincidental plot contortions by 
the exciting visuals and the action’s momentum. Viewing it a second time, 
however, brought the gratingly obvious clichés to the forefront. 

For instance, the good-looking lady psychologist assigned to assist Parker 
Barnes (Denzel Washington) in capturing the psychopathic computer con- 
struct has a cute daughter. Surprise: the tot is held hostage by the nano- 
driven bad guy. She's there for no other purpose. (In Strange Days, Mace 
has a child too, but he's a real kid, not a prop, and Mace is allowed to show 
some intelligence as well as a lot of leg.) 

Here's another brainless contrivance: Barnes is a rogue cop wrongly 
imprisoned, let loose because he is the only man able to track the villain. 
Of course, he is hampered at every turn by the distrust of the establish- 
ment, making what should logically be a very different movie into some- 
thing almost laughable. Logic doesn't have much to do with the story. 
other than what can pass as a credible stab at explaining how a computer- 
ized meld of 200 killer personalities manages to escape to a real-life body 
and rampage across (where else) LA. New Zealand's Russell Crowe plays 
the funky villain “Sid 6.7" with gleefully evil panache (he’s a sharp dresser 
too). Virtuosity is worth seeing for his performance, and for the colour 
and motion of the film's “look,” but be sure to disengage your higher rea- 
soning centres first. 

So; two different reactions on viewing a film a second time with a cooler 
head. Next time I'll take another look at a couple of comics-inspired mov- 
ies and see what happens. “~ 
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The first Gemma Files story we read appeared in Northern Frights 2. 

It was called "A Mouthful of Pins" and we loved it. Her story "Ring of 

Fire" from Palace Corbie will cause spontaneous eyeball combustion 
and singe the hair off your eyebrows. Through a secret technique 
known only to us, Gemma was coerced into giving us first shot at 


| Hidebound". To say we snapped it up would be an understatement. 
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"...he how!l'd fearfully: 
Said he was a wolf: only the difference 
Was, a wolf’s skin was hairy on the outside, 
His on the inside: bade them take their swords, 
Rip up his flesh, and try...” 
—John Webster, The Duchess Of Malfi 
ontrary to popular belief, no security guard is automatically issued 
C: gun. You have to pass a special six-month training course for 
that. which hardly anyone ever does, because they make you pay 
for the privilege, as with so many other things - your Pl. license, your 
uniform shirt. your on-site shoes (black, thick-soled, equally presentable 
for PR or plain old patrol duty), your First Aid expertise, even your clip-on 
tie, with its risible little cloisonne company insignia. And since the unspo- 
ken rule of security is to do exactly as much as your bi-weekly direct de- 
posit cheque dictates —- no more, often less — I'm sometimes surprised 
anyone ever ends up packing heat at all. 

Besides, as everybody who's seen an action movie knows, the security 
guard is always the first to go if anything actually does happen. So the best 
you can do is just ride each shift out, calm but cool, taking your mortality 
as a given: become a Zen master in 365 easy steps, for only seven bucks an 
hour. 

So no, I don't carry a gun, just like I don't drive. I'm a Toronto girl, after 
all, downtown born and bred; quite frankly, I've never had to go anywhere 
that required me to learn how to do either. 

I got my security job for exactly two reasons: because I could speak and 
write fluently in English, and because hiring a certain quota of female 
guards was necessary in order for Saracen Security Limited to retain its 
license under the new Ontario government (of the time), which supported 
the idea of job equity. This is how I ended up drawing my current site. 
subsequent to spending a week at 1088 Dupont - the events of which 
tenure comprise much of the following story. 

And since I was originally referred to Saracen by a friend of my ex- 
fiancé Colin. who had worked her way through Theatre at Ryerson by tak- 
ing night shifts at some deserted office building in Scarborough, I guess 
that’s yet another thing I have to thank him for. 

Like so many others. Much later, sitting on the couch with Colin, watch- 
ing him trying to be calm — fingers knit, and shaking — as the music wove 
gilt swooping arcs around us, effortless trailing ribbons of sound, I thought: 
So this is the end of everything. And then, no doubt misquoting 
Shakespeare's King Lear: 

What, will my poor fool ne'er come again? 
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O, never, never, never. 

My teeth dancing. My cut heart twitching at our feet. pumping painful 
gushes of dust. The whole room shimmering with a kind of heatwave. a 
pricked bubble haze, seconds after the pin. No explosion, simply absence. 

Except, of course, that everything was still there, untouched. And so was I. 

"I don't get it,” he said, over and over. "I mean, I...just...don't get it.” 

Eventually adding, in a slightly more aggrieved tone: "I mean, I said I 
was sorry.” 

Like he was annoyed, was disappointed, with me for being so obtuse as 
to actually believe him when he told me our love was just a little more 
trouble than he felt like going to, anymore. 

I twisted the (dis)engagement ring on my right hand and bit my tongue. 
hard, ready to bleed before I'd let myself agree again to this impossible 
fucking dream, this useless fucking ostensible marriage of ours, to salve his 
aggrieved and swelling eyes. 

When | first applied to work as a security guard, the boys down at Saracen 
made me take a detailed — but apparently routine — psychiatric test, much 
of which involved checking "yes" or “no” boxes next to a series of state- 
ments, like these: 

I enjoy life. (Yes.) 
I would enjoy working with dogs. (No.) 

Next came a multiple-choicer, aimed at indentifying the best type of 
site to assign me to. It contained my single favourite question, which ran 
thusly: 

Would you be more likely to prefer a site where - 
A) You had a lot of personal power, but were 
required to deal with people all the time, 

Or one where - 

B) You sat in a room by yourself, doing a 
repetitive task, seeing and dealing with no-one. 

Being misanthropic by nature (when it comes to my choice of straight- 
up, purely-for-the-pleasure-of-rent-payin’, uniform-wearin' asshole jobs, at 
least), I checked the latter. I told Colin about it. laughed, and forgot. 

But it wasn't until two years after, when I turned up at 1088 Dupont, 
that I ever considered it possible someone had actually taken this response 
into account. 

There were a lot of firsts for me on that site - my first night shift, from 
2345 to 0800 hours. My first site outside. My first site with no partner, and 
no one coming to take over after I booked off, either, since the only reason 
they needed anyone on site in the first place was to make sure nobody ran 
off with the construction company's expensive equipment before morn- 
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ing. Up until then, I'd mainly guarded college campuses, a couple of office 
buildings. 

But 1088 was none of these things...yet. 1088 was a work in progress. 

Lit mostly by the giant neon crucifix on top of the church across the 
street — an extra implication of moonlight occasionally smearing down 
through the clouds, touching its incomplete lines with snail-track grey — 
1088 looked like a serial killer's dream house: Stately Dahmer Manor, re- 
plete with shallow trenches and stacks of dry cement bags, a bleak theme 
park of prospective murder and burial scenes. Below, nude walls held up 
the faceless, backless concrete doll’s house; above, girders barely made a 
roof, let alone an upper floor. 

"So," I delicately asked my trainer for the night, former site S.O. Sonny 
Rehan, “are those holes up there just left...open...all the time?” 

He laughed. “Oh, yeah, man, I wouldn't even bother going up there. 
Seriously. I mean, Saracen got no medical plan — you break your neck on 
patrol, nobody's gonna care but you.” 

Sonny, a gangly young Sikh from Kenya, had spent much of his career 
with Saracen so far assigned to 1088. And since both his parents also worked 
for the company (mother staring down potential shoplifters at the Eaton's 
Centre, father wrangling illegal immigrants up at the airport). he knew 
every angle there was, not to mention how they could be best taken advan- 
tage of. Now, after two years’ weekend training and a written recommen- 
dation from his site supervisor, he was off to fresher fields - the far more 
lucrative double shifts of Dispatch, where he could spend his time tagging 
lucky winners for the same shitwork he'd finally escaped. But he wasn't 
gone yet, and a surfeit of solitude had obviously made him talkative. 

"You know that part in Indiana Jones And The Temple Of Doom where 
they eat the chilled monkey brains. man?” He demanded, at one point. 
"We used to do that — my uncles, my Dad and me. Little grey bush mon- 
keys. Hold ‘em still, saw off the top of the skull, then just go at it with a 
spoon while they're still kicking. Nothing like it, man.” 

Sonny gave me the grand tour. He read me the site standing orders, 
which required me to make a complete patrol every forty-five minutes — 
checking specifically for squatters, vandals or thieves — before retiring to 
the portable office where I was to sit between said patrols, filling out my 
Daily Occurrence Report and reading day-old tabloids. He pointed out the 
“cop button", conveniently hidden just under the lip of my desk. which 
had to be pulled out and pushed back in with a special key that looked like 
a taken-apart can opener. 

"How long does it take them to get here?” I asked. "I mean, usually?” 

“Five minutes. Probably.” 


TRANSVERSIONS 61 


I looked at him. “Probably?” 

Sonny shrugged. "Oh, man, depends.” Adding, cheerfully: "But I never 
had to push it more than twice, anyways.” 

These, then, were the major drawbacks of 1088, according to its most 
regular custodian: 

1) No lights on the upper floors of the building. 

2) Permanently open holes in said floors, so big even a novice 
such as myself would notice them. 

3) No interior toilets. 

4) No flashlight on site. 

This last item frankly amazed me. 

“First two months on the site, man, I put in a request at end of every 
D.O.R.,” Sonny said. "They had to call and tell me personally there were 
no extra flashlights, anywhere.” 

"It's like some bad fucking horror movie.” 

Sonny grinned. "Can be.” 

When I look back on how I was with Colin - what I did, what I said, 
what I allowed to be done - it all seems so...improbable. Like a fever dream. 
The shed coccoon of my own sweat, fading from bedsheets hung up to 
dry: invisible ink run backwards, wilting from the flame of clear-headed 
examination. 

I tell myself I loved him then, which I know to be true. I tell myself I 
had no control. 

I tell myself it was love, as though that mere fact explains anything. 

I called Colin that first night. before I performed what was to become 
my normal “patrol"— stepping outside the portable, walking around the 
building (keeping a careful space between me and it), peering inside and 
scanning for any moving shadows, before retiring to falsify the D.O.R. My 
fingers sped through the flat little song of his phone number. He picked 
up on the third ring. 

“House o' Colin.” 

“Hiya.” 

What did we talk about? I couldn't tell you if I tried. Probably the dog 
we'd bought together. Probably the movie we'd seen last night. I know we 
didn't talk about how we were supposed to get married in three months, 
our agreed-upon deadline, to commit to each other and stay together the 
rest of our lives - even though my mother couldn't stand him, and his 
mother wouldn't even acknowledge I existed. Except for that one time 
she'd taken him aside, during our sole joint visit to homey old Brantford, 
and told him: "You know, Colin — you sleep with trash, you become trash.” 
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I know we didn't, because we never talked about any of that. Not even 
when we broke up. Ever since I was a child, I've had a running debate with 
my mother over whether or not there's something “wrong” with my blad- 
der capacity — a nagging fear reinforced by a nightmarish visit to my grand- 
mother that ended with her counting every time I went to the bathroom 
during the night, giving us a full report in the morning, and telling me 
(very seriously, in her Scots/Canadian burr): "You really shude think aboot 
consoolting a doctor. Lee. It's jist nut nermal.” 

But I'm a big girl now, supposedly. So after I'd held it for about three 
hours, I decided I'd rather take my chances with one of portasans than risk 
getting fitted with a colostomy bag. 

Inside this unlit. upright plastic coffin with a septic tank, however. I 
found not only no toilet paper, but an overwhelming stink to boot — a 
nose-and-mouthful of warm European cheese, the kind so bad you can 
barely stand to taste it, let alone smell it. Not to mention I was desperate. 
but couldn't let go - which actually had less to do with the situation as I've 
painted it above than an overpowering feeling of being watched. 

You know how it is sometimes, when you're caught unaware — that 
impassible glitch between reflex and realization? You're seconds from 
sleep, dreaming a busy daytime street, until you feel yourself step in the 
gutter and jerk awake again, bruising your foot on the bedboard. The plate’s 
left your hand, and you know you'll never catch it. But you can't stop 
yourself from jumping, even as it slowly arcs down to break apart on the 
floor. 

A flash of movement, right at the edge of my vision. Next thing I knew. 
I was up — standing so quickly that the whole portasan gave one big jerk - 
and out. I strode behind the nearest truck and squatted, scanning the 
bushes; there was nothing to wipe myself with but leaves, naturally, which 
seemed more than a little sixth-grade, so I pulled the tail of my shirt free, 
planning to use it and tuck it back in before I could think about what I'd 
just done. And I sat there on my heels, listening to my heart hammer in 
the hollow of my throat—my breath ragged, like I'd run a mile through 
some seashell. 

My throat was sore. My lungs felt full of blood-warm mucus. But all I 
could think of was the figure I thought I'd seen loping past in the crack of 
dark between door and jamb, its face the barest Pierrot mask: two smudged 
eyes in a white oval, with an uneven red thumbprint for a mouth. 

I sat there on my heels, knees pulsing with fatigue, and felt the warmth 
drain out of me, spurt by uneven spurt. 

Under the truck, a shadow in its shadow, some pile of half-crushed 
stuff nested by the back tire. Having nothing else to focus on, I stared at it 
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until it resolved into a calcified cache of turds — animal, presumably, given 
their location. Except that I could see a glinting twist of metal protruding 
from one cracked fecal egg. A bright. bent hook topped with a ragged glass 
sliver. 

It looked like a chewed-up earring. 

Then the church across the street's neon Passion Tree winked out. and 
I decided to call it a night on exterior patrols. 

Night shift is different from anything you've ever worked, though it doesn't 
initially feel that way: after the first day. your clock turns with an audible 
click. But it’s not a simple thing. You lie awake in what now passes for dark- 
ness, with the most opaque towel you can find triple-folded and draped over 
your eyes. Breathing slow. When it finally comes on you, you sleep like a dog 
— mouth open, tongue like old flypaper by the time the alarm goes off. A 
noose around every limb, pulling you downward. 

When the phone rang, I was still dressing. 

“Late dinner sound good about now?” 

"Sure. Muggs okay?” 

“Sure.” 

I peeled sleep from one eye. struggling to keep my thoughts stacking up 
in a straight line. 

"I think," I said - and it was at exactly this point, as I heard myself say it. 
that I knew for certain it must be true - "they have people living on that 
site. Not...legally.” 

"Mmm." I heard Dewey in the background, making that asthmatic little 
pug whine of hers. “Yeah, wouldn't surprise me. Ontario's Common Sense 
Revolution in action.” 

We set the time. We called each other pet names, told each other how 
much we were looking forward to our upcoming meal. But as I hung up, I 
finally remembered my dream ~ the same dream I'd had for months, on 
and off. The dream about the woman with hooks for hands, holding Colin's 
mouth open in a too-wide smile, pulling so tight the corners were already 
starting to crack. Turning him to me and grinning (just a touch) herself, like 
it was some new kind of party trick she'd just mastered, and she needed 
my reaction to know whether or not it'd go over well in public. 

So smile if you like it. baby mine. Smile. The second night, I hit a nearby 
7-11 to stock up on fast food and napkins, planning to pee in a wadded-up 
paper bag and bury it at the bottom of a wastepaper basket. As I approached 
the counter, a man and a woman were already investing in their own little 
haul - or rather, he was buying, she watching. Sometimes he'd smirk and 
whisper something to her, adjusting his tuque. She was one of those bendy 
girls, double-jointed and voluptuous, but with lips so thin they barely masked 
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the points of her small, sharp teeth. It was late September, colder at night 
— sky a black vault. like an open door into vaccum and he was dressed 
accordingly, his Maple Leafs jacket bulbous with down. But she wore a 
slip-on smock dress and a shapeless grey sweater, her sockless feet stuffed 
into a pair of too-small, open-toed summer sandals. Whenever she moved, 
I thought I could hear her exposed toenails rasp on the floor beneath her. 
like the stealthy claws of some passing animal. 

The man finished his business and drew her away, into a big, tonsil- 
polishing kiss; she twined one leg around his, leaning back. There were 
almost no other customers in the store, and the clerk kept his eyes firmly 
on the free show by the door. I briefly considered just grabbing what I 
wanted and telling him I'd already paid for it. 

A minute later, they were gone, and I was telling the clerk to add on the 
big bottle of cranapple juice I'd spotted on display near his elbow. 

So: back on the site, still with no flashlight. (I guess I might have put 
myself far enough out to actually bring my own, had I cared enough to do 
Saracen’s job for them. But the way I saw it, if a flashlight had ever sud- 
denly appeared in that desk drawer, I would have lost my sole excuse not 
to do a real patrol.) Since Colin wasn't in, not even by 0200, I polished off 
the last of the cranapple juice, and almost threw it away before I realized 
its other possible uses. 

Three hours and a half-full bottle later, justifiably paranoid about an 
unannounced visit from my site supervisor - they usually come on the 
first night, just to see whether you're sleeping, smoking or entertaining 
guests on the job — I capped it, zipped up my parka, and stepped out to 
dump this impromptu toiletry aid on the nearest waste-pile. 

1 saw them on my way back, through one of 1088's wall-high "win- 
dows”: tuque-man and the girl from the 7-11, knit and heaving against one 
of the support girders. She had her skirt hiked up and her underwear 
bunched around one ankle; he had apparently decided it was too cold to 
risk opening more than his fly. Both of them were a little too busy to 
notice me, frozen in the glare of my own embarassed annoyance (because 
this was the first situation I'd ever come across on a site that I felt I might 
be required to actually do something about) — until the girl's nostrils flared, 
suddenly, and she looked up over his shoulder, meeting my eyes just as 
the headlights of a passing car caught her pupils, bleaching them blank as 
the silver coins on a corpse's eyelids. 

The guy would have kept on grunting, even then, if she hadn't nudged 
him. He squinted at me, unafraid, demanding: "Shit you want?” 

“You're trespassing,” I said. 
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He snorted. Behind him, the girl gave a laugh — high, husky, curled 
back in on itself; the brief bark of something not entirely tamed. It made 
me shiver and the guy smile, like it sent some hot needle of fresh desire 
tugging up through his buried dick. 

So: “Fuck you, bitch,” he replied, and went right on back to what he 
was doing. 

The cops got there at 0525 (ten minutes late, according to Sonny's pre- 
dictions), and one of them had a flashlight. But all we found where she 
and Mr Tuque had been was a stain at the base of the girder, a dark spot 
that could be anything — blood, oil, sperm. 

"Nothin’ we can do,” the older, baggier one told me. "It gets cold out. 
people end up wherever's open.” 

“Not to mention you wouldn't believe some of the places we've found 
‘em goin’ at it,” the other one added. 

I nodded. I said I understood. 

As they got into their car, the older one offered: "You should tell your 
boss he wouldn't even have this kinda trouble, if they'd let you guys 
carry guns.” 

Over breakfast, I got into an argument with my mother, who was on 
her way out to an audition — the first in a long time, so she was irritable to 
begin with, but I didn’t think that excused her then, and I don't now. She 
said that somebody had said that Colin had jokingly said that he was going 
to hire a hit-man to get her off his back, and I said that I didn't understand 
why she felt she had to tell me what somebody had said Colin had said 
about her. And so it went. escalating in volume, until her cab came and I 
stomped away upstairs, put a facecloth over my eyes and lay down in the 
half-dark to dream. 

I dreamed I was standing in front of the bathroom mirror, flossing my 
teeth so hard that one of them fell right out in a gush of blood, clattering 
in the sink. Causing my mother to lean over my shoulder, exclaiming: 
“You know how much fixing that is going to cost?” 

And I dreamed I turned, slapping her hard across the face — but that the 
movement broke my hand open at the wrist. peeling it back like an empty 
husk to reveal the glint of a sharp. blood-stained hook. 

You're wondering, about now, why I never told anyone what was going 
on — why I never said: “Hey, Colin? Those harmless homeless people I was 
complaining about, down at 1088? One of them laughed at me like a wolf 
last night. and I also think she might have eaten this guy I saw her doing 
the nasty with. Now I watch the building all the time, I see people come 
and go, and more of them than I like to admit look familiar to me - bums 
on the street I pass every day, guys hanging around outside the liquor 
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store, women I've seen on the subway and thought they were just coming 
back from work, so bone-tired they were holding their Romance novels 
the wrong way up. Some come back out. Some don't. And I hear the ones 
who do talking to each other, but the words they make are all sound and 
no sense, like those cats people train to sing Christmas carols, or those 
dogs that bark like they're saying ‘herrow’ or ‘goorbai’. I sit there and lis- 
ten to them all night, and pee in my cranapple juice bottle, and never go 
outside after the big neon cross turns off. I keep the door locked until 
0800, and everything I've written in my D.O.R. for the last three days has 
been a lie.” 

Or maybe: “Hey. Mom? You know how you're always saying I'm so 
distracted, how I'm no fun to talk to or be with anymore, how we can't say 
two words sometimes with our necks going up, how we're verbally pissing 
on each other's shoes all the time to prove whose opinions are more wor- 
thy of respect? 

“Well, part of that is natural; I'm getting older. we're growing apart. 
And part of that is because I'm just beginning to see that Colin has handed 
mea line of bullshit from day one, and you were right about him all along, 
though I will never admit it. 

“And yet another part of that is because every night I spend eight hours 
in vague fear for my life, not even knowing really what the hell it is that 
I'm afraid of, and it's all so improbable that I forget about it as I'm coming 
home, only remembering it when I'm back on site and I can't doa goddamn 
thing but wait it out till morning.” 

But I told neither of them any of this. I told no one anything. I had my 
own wound to deal with, and it took up all my free time; I drifted in a 
growing bath of silence, uprooted. And though I seemed to move further 
down with each new kick, I can't ever remember touching anything like a 
bottom. 

I left Mom's place. went to Colin's, cried on his plaid fold-out couch. I 
told him I'd had all I could stand of being their goddamn emotional go- 
between, and begged him to settle things with her himself — before the 
wedding. Before it was too late. He made soothing noises, kissed my breasts, 
ignored every word I said. And all the while. Dewey whimpered in the 
corner of his bedroom, staring up at us with her poached-egg eyes. 

Oh, Jesus; whatever. Fill in the rest of these blanks yourselves, why 
don't you. 

Because how can I ever expect to explain to you how preoccupying the 
pain of knowing I was losing Colin's love was — so vast it drowned every- 
thing, even my own fear? Even then it was ludicrous. Laughable. 
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Which sure as hell leaves me with no excuses now — when I don't 
really recall myself how it felt to love him. in the first place. Nights, I sat in 
the portable and filled out personality tests in the backs of old teen maga- 
zines like Sassy and Y.M., aka Young Moron; days, I lay in Colin's bed. 
staring up at the ceiling and wondering who the uncalled-for denizens of 
1088 Dupont could possibly be. Until, finally. a certain woozy dream logic 
looped what facts I already knew together, stringing them like beads on a 
thread of unprovable intuition. What if. what if. 

Anomad family who weren't even a family: not criminals or cannibals, 
but predators who hid themselves by taking on the protective colouring of 
their chosen prey. Cultureless, rootless, migratory, instinctual. Not people 
who acted like animals, but animals who had learned to act like humans. 
The girl, staring at me. Her numb cat's eyes, shining. 

And the funny part is, I thought, it probably wasn't all that hard. 

Intermittently, I slept, and dreamed — mainly of the woman with hooks 
for hands, of course. Only one of them remains particularly clear: Getting 
up to go to the bathroom (that weird sensation of “relief” that's actually 
the anxious ache of automatic retention), bending over the sink to rinse 
and spit and then feeling a touch on the back of my neck. Looking up, 
seeing the woman with hooks for hands standing behind me in the mir- 
ror, her points laid lovingly under either ear, poised to dig deep, to rip me 
open. 

To unfurl my innards like a flag for everyone to read, a red warning 
shout, with 1088 Dupont as its theme and title. 

And then it was Thursday, the night my site supervisor finally showed 
up — a man I knew, as they say. of old. 

“Hooper,” he said. “Heard this was where they put ya." 

“Sir.” 

His name was Czolgoscz (first initial also L.. so you just knew we were 
fated to be friends), and unlike me — unlike most security guards, to be 
frank — he considered himself "career", which apparently required grow- 
ing a brush-cut little pseudo-cop moustache, with a gut to match. To nor- 
mal people, this job was a stop on the way to something better. But since 
Czolgoscz had no better thing to go to, he spent his time trying to make 
everyone as clinically depressed and constantly paranoid about their lack 
of employment options as he was. 

He gestured for me to let him in, which I did. As usual, his first stop 
was my D.O.R.; a quick flip-through later, he went rooting for the site 
standing orders, eager to compare and contrast. 

"No patrol since 0200,” he noted. I nodded. Always so impressive to 
find a site supervisor who can count. 
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"I was just going,” I said. 

Czolgoscz smirked. “Yeah, well, you better put on your parka.” 

I nodded again. He kept flipping. 

“You cover the whole site when you patrol?” He asked. 

ryes:< 

“Even upstairs?” 

eyes; 

“Everywhere upstairs?” 

He fixed me with what he'd probably call his “got ‘em on the grill” look 
~a Dennis-Franz-like glare absolutely made for admiring in bedroom mir- 
rors. | wondered whether he was seriously still nursing a grudge from that 
time he'd tried to get me fired for supposedly deliberately leaving a janitor 
stuck in a George Brown campus staff elevator, and merely succeeded in 
having me moved to another site. (Though not this one.) I also wondered, 
idly, whether anyone had ever thought to put Sonny Rehan through this 
kind of bullshit. 

"There's...holes in the floor upstairs,” I said. "As you may have noticed 
from my previous reports.” 

He wasn't about to suggest I'd lied in the D.O.R.- but then. I wasn't 
exactly about to volunteer that information, either. So instead, he got up. 
shrugged his own parka back on, and opened the door again. Saying: 
"Think I'll tag along tonight. If you don't mind.” 

"I don't suppose you have a flashlight.” I replied, without much hope. 

He chuckled, and gave me an abortive kind of slap in the general direc- 
tion of my back - nothing he could find himself facing possible harass- 
ment charges for. if I happened to take it the "wrong way”. 

"C'mon, Hooper.” he said “We're both old enough to vote, right? Think 
we can find our way around a hole or two.” 

It was raining when we left the portable — sleety, half-frozen rain that 
seemed to fall in gushes rather than drops, streetlamps mere hazy smudges 
of light through the gathering fog, and with no neon cross to see by, just 
the phosphorescent glimmer of the water-heavy air itself. We clumped 
along like top-heavy navy-blue astronauts, wreathed in the milky nimbus 
of our own breath. 

Czolgoscz and I went around first one side of the building, then the 
other. We checked behind the parked trucks. Nothing. 

We went around the piles of earth and the stacks of gravel-bags, through 
the main body of the first floor, picking our way between the open dirt 
trenches and an intermittent sprinkling of dismayingly sharp-looking beds 
of metal rods set in concrete. 

Again, nothing. 
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And now we were at the bottom of the stairs leading to the second and 
third floor. right beneath the largest of the holes, on the threshold of a 
part of 1088 Dupont that I had never seen before. 

Not finding any of 1088's usual residents around so far hadn't really 
made me feel any better about being in the building after my chosen cut- 
off point, even with Czolgoscz's big, beer-swilling ass at my side. Inside 
my pockets, I felt my hands curl in on themselves, as though tunnelling 
for invisible weapons. 

Czolgoscz put his boot on the last step. He looked at me. I looked back 
at him. 

Then we went upstairs, together. 

Romantic love. "Real" love. The kind of love where you're so far into the 
other person they seem like a part of you, like they are you. Until it falls 
apart, that is - and the other person comes to you and tells you everything 
that's gone wrong, how it can't be fixed, how it's all your fault. 

And you think: But if I'm you and you're me, honey-bug, then why the 
fuck didn't I already know that? 

I mean, I can live alone. It won't kill me. I've done it most of my life. 
I'm doing it now. 

But the thing is, I don't want to. Czolgoscz had just cleared the top step 
when an arm reached down and caught him around the throat, hauling 
him upward, two more sets of arms worming around either bicep as the 
first hand turned, dug, freed a wet, red starburst so sudden I barely avoided 
being splattered, recoiling, catching the back of my parka on the ragged 
edge of the nearest hole and jolting myself so badly my feet slipped. losing 
the stairs altogether. Falling down, parka ripping as I hit the nearest girder, 
falling down hard on one knee and skidding, skinning it to the meat on 
1088's unfinished ground floor. Falling to sprawl (pretty damn near) right 
at the bare, clawed feet of the girl from the 7-11—my nubile cannibal rover, 
still wearing the same dress, the same blank eyes. The same stained smile. 

(Her relatives making short work of Czolgoscz, meanwhile, up above 
both our heads; up in the rafters, where they'd been sleeping like extras 
from Aliens or something, apparently, ever since I'd called the cops that 
one time. And me too distracted, one way or another, to even credit them 
with enough sense of self-preservation to hide.) 

Thinking: Now I'll never get to read those extra 100 pages of "Amaz- 
ingly Accurate Info about my Secret Self” in Young Moron, or find out if 
Sassy thinks I'm a "Bad Girl Bud or a Substitute Sister”. 

The girl just kept on smiling, enjoying the luxury of taking her time. I 
guess she thought I was too stunned to move. I guess maybe I thought so 
too. 
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But we were both wrong. Next thing I know, I'm back in the portable, 
holding the door closed behind me with all of my body as the girl crashes 
against it again and again. I dump out the key cabinet. scrabble through, grab 
the can opener, hook the cop button, back away. Looking for anything I can 
use, for anything that'll keep me alive until they get here. 

Under the desk, the cranapple bottle, full and capped. By the door, a 
fire extinguisher: Type 3 — Industrial Fires. Hefting the one. Unhooking 
the other, as the door heaves one more time, comes off its hinges. The 
girl's arm coming through. Her face, her smiling mouth. 

"Faa hew, bisssh,” she says. 

And then I break the bottle across her face, and start spraying. 

I learned two things that night (among others). 

First — a little liquid nitrogen goes a long way; and second - on occa- 
sion, the cops actually arrive within five minutes. 

I ended up at the hospital, which pleased the whole hell out of the guys 
at Saracen; with something this public, even they had to start thinking about 
compensation. Which was just as well, since it turned out I'd bumed my 
hand pretty badly on the fire extinguisher’s spray, and had to wear one of 
those weird plastic gloves for the next month or so, just to keep it rigid. 
When they finally pulled it off, my hand shed its skin like a snake, leaving a 
fine vellum glove on the examination room counter. 

Two weeks later, Colin and I broke up. One night, weeks later, when I 
was booking on, the usual Dispatch deadpan gave way to Sonny Rehan's 
cheerful voice, brimming with gossip. He told me how my former 
supervisor's jawbone had been pried out from under the seat of that fa- 
mous lightless Portasan, half his dyed brown moustache still attached. along 
with a full bottom lip. 

"Pretty freaky, huh, man?” He asked. 

“Guess Saracen lost that contract.” 

Sonny guffawed. "Oh. no shit. Seriously, though. man, you got out just 
in time.” 

My new site is up in Scarborough, somewhere ~ a mere apparent bus 
stop away from the ass-end of beyond. Mushroom cloud country. with 
way too much skyline and not enough pedestrians for my liking. Another 
night shift, roaming from dusk till dawn around a square of Ontario Lot- 
tery Corporation offices, checking to see the computers don't overheat, 
counting the fire extinguishers as I card-key each successive door. Looking 
out the windows as I pass. 

Scanning the parking lot for shadows. 

Last week, on the street, Colin came up behind me, seemingly not real- 
izing I had my walkman on. He got within an inch of the back of my head. 
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shouted: "Hello, Lee!” And stalked off. As though I'd insulted him with 
my lack of notice. As though either of us really gave a good God damn 
anymore. 

But this is the truth: I tried. When he came begging back to me — when 
he told me he hadn't known what he was saying, that night in the restau- 
rant, when he told me it was no use going through with the wedding, and 
could I please pay back that $150 1 owed him from our vacation in Ireland 
— made excuses, made allowances. Because hey, it was probably my fault, 
anyway. As so many things are. 

So I went out with him again, I sat with him, talked with him. I kissed 
him. I let him kiss me. And I felt — nothing. Except that I wanted less and 
less to sleep with him, to touch him, to be in the same room with him. 
And the real joke of it was, I didn't even know what was wrong. It didn't 
even occur to me. 

‘Cause when you get right down to it, I guess I'm just stupid. When 
people tell me they don't love me anymore, I tend to believe them. (And 
what was it you did mean to say, then, Colin? Exactly?) 

I should have known a long time ago that I will never marry anyone, 
except maybe myself. 

I hear noises at night, now, On the bus, riding up, my two-hour trip is 
dogged with the steady pad of bare feet on asphalt, with the scratch of 
clawed toes. On my rounds, I carry a plastic bag full of unpopped soda 
cans, swinging it like a weighted sling. I memorize the exits, and check the 
walls for fire extinguishers. I listen carefully to each new person I meet, 
trying to decide what they're hiding, what they really are. 

Because the pain is draining away now, taking my well-worn detach- 
ment with it, leaving nothing behind but the fear I never felt - glinting, 
sharp. 

The knife in my unhealed wound. 

And whenever I stop long enough to consider it, it occurs to me that 
breaking a bottle of my own urine across the face of something with an 
animal's sense of smell may not have been the best idea I ever had. 

I think of my dream, of the woman with hooks for hands — Our Lady of 
Self-Protection, who can only wound, never touch. 

Never touch. Not even herself. 
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